University of Northern Colorado

Scholarship & Creative Works @ Digital UNC
Dissertations

Student Research

12-2021

Upper Elementary Teacher Pedagogical Decision-Making in Title I
English Language Arts Classrooms
Genevieve Skinner Prater

Follow this and additional works at: https://digscholarship.unco.edu/dissertations

© 2021
GENEVIEVE SKINNER PRATER
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

UNIVERSITY OF NORTHERN COLORADO
Greeley, Colorado
The Graduate School

UPPER ELEMENTARY TEACHER PEDAGOGICAL
DECISION-MAKING IN TITLE I ENGLISH
LANGUAGE ARTS CLASSROOMS

A Dissertation Submitted in Partial Fulfillment
of the Requirements for the Degree of
Doctor of Education

Genevieve Skinner Prater

College of Education and Behavioral Sciences
School of Teacher Education
Educational Studies
December 2021

This Dissertation by: Genevieve Skinner Prater
Entitled: Upper Elementary Teacher Pedagogical Decision-Making in Title I English Language
Arts Classrooms
has been approved as meeting the requirement for the Degree of Doctor of Education in College
of Education and Behavioral Sciences in School of Teacher Education, Program of Educational
Studies

Accepted by the Doctoral Committee

______________________________________________________
James Erekson, Ph.D., Research Advisor

______________________________________________________
Kimberly Arnold Mahovsky, Ed.D., Co-Research Advisor

_______________________________________________________
Brian Rose, Ph.D., Committee Member

_______________________________________________________
Randy Larkins, Ph.D., Faculty Representative

Date of Dissertation Defense 25 October 2021

Accepted by the Graduate School

_________________________________________________________
Jeri-Anne Lyons, Ph.D.
Dean of the Graduate School
Associate Vice President for Research

ABSTRACT
Prater, Genevieve Skinner. Upper Elementary Teacher Pedagogical Decision-Making in Title I
English Language Arts Classrooms. Published Doctor of Education dissertation,
University of Northern Colorado, 2021.

This study explored the pedagogical decision-making process for four English Language
Arts teachers in upper elementary grades three through five in Title I schools in a state in the
Rocky Mountain Mid-west. Characteristics of Title I schools vary, which might influence how
teachers perceive pedagogy for English Language Arts content. This multiple case study sought
to (a) determine the factors that influenced teachers’ pedagogical decisions when planning ELA
instruction, (b) describe the implications of pedagogical decisions for the Title I upper
elementary students, and (c) identify the challenges and opportunities of Title I upper elementary
teachers’ pedagogical choices using interviews, artifact collection, and observations. The results
of this study found five themes that influenced teachers’ pedagogical decision-making:
curriculum, administrative expectations, engagement, targets, and supportive instructional
strategies.
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PREFACE
As a child, I dreamt of being a teacher. Upon completing my bachelor’s degree in
secondary education, I worked abroad in Qatar teaching first-grade and second-grade English as
a second language teacher. Through this experience, I found a passion for elementary education
and obtained my master's degree in Linguistically Diverse Education shortly after. Upon my
return to Colorado, I taught third grade at a Title I school.
Growing up privileged and attending private school, I was worried about teaching in a
“tough” school. People openly wished me luck in the journey I was about to embark on teaching
this student population. There was a stigma associated with the high-needs district with difficult
kids, absent families, and lazy teachers throughout the town. However, once I began teaching, I
realized those stereotypes were far from the truth. Why did people, me included, have such
beliefs about this district? Why were so many quick to blame these so-called failing schools on
the families and teachers? Two words came to mind: test scores.
I quickly realized that the students I taught were full of promise in my new position, and
although I encountered behavioral challenges, these students were average children. During my
six years working in the district, I never came across a guardian who did not care about their
child. Although some of them approached education differently and their values differed from
my own family, every guardian I contacted cared about their child and wanted what was best for
them, even if they could not support them educationally.
I would argue that the teachers I am honored to have worked beside were dedicated and
passionate educators. I never heard or witnessed a teacher give up on a student, no matter how
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far behind they may have been educationally; the students knew they were cared about and had
people who believed in them when they came to school each day. However, these dispositions
were quickly overshadowed by the nature of high-stakes assessments.
Culturally, when test scores are reported and schools ranked, people make assumptions
about the types of students, families, and teachers that worked in high-needs schools. As a result,
when test scores were low, the district and school felt pressure to increase test scores among their
student population to avoid negative repercussions, including losing funding or being taken over
by the state. As a logical response, it was necessary to prepare students to perform well on these
tests. So that is what we did. Our teaching focused on reading passages and answering questions
similar to the state assessment day in and day out. During my time teaching third and fourth
grade, the pressure I felt to prepare students for these assessments was overwhelming. I found
myself caught between using pedagogy that I felt was right for the children and what the school
wanted to see, a drilling format. Having worked only in Title I schools, I could not help but
wonder if this experience was common to all teachers or if this pressure was unique to Title I
school settings.
My experiences led me to become interested in how teachers make pedagogical
decisions. I focused on third through fifth grades because these were the elementary grades in
which state-level high-stakes assessments occurred. I was further narrowing this study on
English Language Arts because I had experience in this area. The pedagogy of English Language
Arts was not usually as hands-on and interactive as math. Therefore, this study was essential to
me as an educator and to the educational community.
As I began this study, it was essential to note the data were gathered during the 20202021 school year. The timing was significant as schools underwent massive organizational and
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operational changes because of the COVID-19 pandemic. Although the landscape of schools and
classrooms were affected by the pandemic, I felt this study was appropriate because it could shed
light on the implications of policy on pedagogy and how this pandemic has altered pedagogy
further in Title 1 schools.
For the sake of transparency, I initially set out to include both Title I and non-Title I
teachers in the study. Although I had non-Title I teachers willing to participate, school districts
denied my research requests, would not allow me to contact teachers myself to recruit, or did not
respond to my requests for research in their district. Most of them cited the pandemic restrictions
or even acknowledging they would not approve any research happening at their schools during
the 2020-2021 school year; I had to adjust the focus of my study. Instead of comparing the
pedagogical decision-making processes for Title I and non-Title I teachers, my research study
focused on only Title I teachers. Although disappointing initially, having a more concentrated
case study, I could delve deeper with my four participants to understand their decision-making
processes.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
The federally mandated high-stakes assessments put in place by the No Child Left
Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB, 2002) made it critical to understand the impact of educational
policies on classroom instruction in schools. Specifically, this study investigated the effect these
policies had on classroom teaching practices (pedagogy), taking a classroom’s dominant student
socioeconomic status into account. This study used Au’s (2009) definition of pedagogy that
stated “how content knowledge is taught” (p. 117) by understanding the way the teacher chose to
transmit the content to the students (McEwan & Bull, 1991). To further elaborate, pedagogy was
the method teachers used to teach their subject matter; for example, direct instruction, multiplechoice, project-based, small group approaches, etc. This understanding of pedagogy was
different from “curriculum,” which was defined as the “subject matter content” (Au, 2009, p.
116). For this research, pedagogy was the instructional choices third through fifth grade teachers
made to teach English Language Arts (ELA) content and the curriculum they were expected to
follow. Therefore, I was seeking participants who were current Grades 3-5 ELA teachers in Title
I schools who had a minimum of three years prior experience and consented to participate (see
Appendix A for Consent Form). Each participant participated in a virtual 60 to 90-minute
interview (see Appendix B for Interview Questions), provided artifacts, and was virtually
observed teaching one 45-minute ELA lesson (see Appendix C for the Observation Checklist).
One reason high-stakes assessments and educational policies impacted schools was
because of what was attached to the results. For example, test scores were reported to the public,
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resulting in the ranking of schools (McNeil, 2000). In addition, Au’s (2007a) qualitative
metasynthesis indicated high-stakes assessments encouraged curricular decisions aligned to the
assessments to boost student performance on these tests. Studies (Au, 2007a, 2009; McNeil,
2000; Vogler, 2005) indicated a relationship between high-stakes assessments and teacher
pedagogical decisions. This study explored if assessments played a role and identified other
factors that impacted Title I ELA teacher decision-making in third through fifth grade. This
study contributed to professional knowledge by expanding on current literature to explain how
teachers made pedagogical decisions to teach ELA content in third through fifth grade
classrooms in Title I schools. By analyzing teachers' decision-making processes and pedagogical
implementation in Title I settings, I learned what considerations teachers used when making
these decisions and discovered the impact of high-stakes assessment on equitable teaching
practices in schools. With this knowledge, teachers and other educational professionals can
access this study to understand the pedagogical decision-making process and implementation
procedures teachers used in Title I third through fifth grade ELA classrooms.
Problem Statement
English Language Arts in elementary schools received increasing emphasis during the
school day (Au, 2009, 2011; Berliner, 2011; Gunzenhauser, 2003; Ravitch, 2012; Vogler, 2003);
however, teachers were sometimes not given the freedom to choose pedagogical tools necessary
for student success with this increased emphasis in ELA (Nichols & Berliner, 2008; Ravitch,
2012). Frequently, this emphasis centered on tested subjects forcing pedagogies focused on
improving test scores and not on what is considered best practice (Agee, 2004; Au, 2007a, 2009,
2011; Clarke et al., 2003; Gerwin, 2004; Gonzalez et al., 2016; Hampton, 2005; Madaus, 1988;
Nichols et al., 2005; Vogler, 2005). With Title I schools serving a diverse population, which
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required a variety of pedagogical approaches to provide students what they needed to be
successful in the ELA content, it was crucial to enhance our understanding of how these
elementary teachers made pedagogical decisions and put them into practice for ELA instruction
in their third through fifth grade classrooms in Title I schools.
Statement of Purpose
The goal of this research was to (a) determine the factors that influence teachers’
pedagogical decisions when planning ELA instruction, (b) describe the implications of
pedagogical decisions for the Title I upper elementary students, and (c) identify the challenges
and opportunities of Title I upper elementary teachers’ pedagogical choices.
Research Questions
The purpose of this multiple case study was to determine what factors influenced
pedagogical decisions including describing the role of high-stakes assessment in these decisions
for Title I upper elementary ELA teachers. The following main research question guided this
case study:
Q1

How do Title I upper elementary ELA teachers explain their pedagogical
decision-making processes?

By interviewing teachers, gathering artifacts, and observing some classrooms, I used the
data to describe the reasons teachers gave for why they chose the materials, teaching approaches,
and structures they utilized in their classrooms. Through exploring this research question, I
hoped to (a) determine the factors that influenced teachers’ pedagogical decisions when planning
ELA instruction, (b) describe the role high-stakes assessments played in making these
pedagogical decisions, and (c) identify challenges and opportunities of these pedagogical
choices.
Q1a

What are the implications of these pedagogical decisions for Title I upper
elementary ELA students?
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During the data analysis process, once identified themes were determined in answering
how teachers explained their pedagogical decision-making process, I analyzed the interview
transcripts, artifacts, and observation notes to understand the implications of these decisions on
the students. Finally, I used the data to conclude that teachers' pedagogical decisions ultimately
had positive and negative consequences for the students based on the themes.
Q1b

What are the challenges and opportunities of a Title I upper elementary teacher’s
pedagogical choices?

By analyzing interview transcripts, artifacts, and observations, I determined the
challenges and opportunities of pedagogical choices. Interestingly, some factors impacted the
decision-making process and other factors that influenced the implementation of these choices.
For example, during the pandemic, teachers had many challenges to overcome in the pedagogical
decision-making process; however, opportunities arose because of the situation for these
teachers.
Overview of Methodology
I used a case study methodology to fully identify and analyze the similarities and
differences among the studied cases. Utilizing the case study with participants from Title I third
through fifth grade settings allowed me to evaluate themes consistent across cases while also
analyzing the similarities and differences that existed.
My participants included four upper elementary ELA teachers from Title I schools in a
state in the Rocky Midwest region. They individually participated in one 60-90 minute virtual
interview at an off-site location. These interviews were transcribed and coded. I used causation
coding because it allowed me to discern “motives, belief systems, worldviews, processes, recent
histories, interrelationships, and the complexity of influences and effects on human actions”
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(Saldana, 2016, p. 292). I used the coding software, Dedoose, to help identify participant motives
and processes as they discussed and implemented pedagogical decision-making and practices.
To supplement the interviews and as an artifact, participants sent pictures or a video tour
of their classroom or other teaching space they utilized during the 2020-2021 school year.
Specifically, I asked teachers to show any areas they used for anchor charts, materials for
teaching lessons, desk organization (limited because of the pandemic), curriculum materials, and
any other tools or spaces they deemed necessary to understand their pedagogical approaches.
Additionally, I asked participants to send three sample lesson plans via email and attachments of
any tools, PowerPoints, or other sources used for their lessons. Finally, all four participants were
observed in one ELA lesson in real-time virtually with video on the teacher only. Utilizing the
observation protocol (see Appendix C) provided a chance to see teachers implement pedagogical
decision-making in practice.
I believe qualitative research was an integrated approach to understanding the human
experiences that underlie everyday occurrences. Although quantitative research is appropriate in
determining the “what” of a question, I valued digging deeper to understand the “why” from the
participants’ experiences. Prior research established Title I schools face pressures from highstakes assessments (Au, 2009; Groves, 2002; Marchant & Paulson, 2005; Nichols et al., 2005). I
was interested in talking to participants to discuss how they made these decisions without
limiting their answers to multiple-choice questions or putting high-stakes assessments at the
center of our discussions. Through virtual and off-site interview discussions, I understood the
factors that influenced how third through fifth grade ELA teachers in Title I schools made
pedagogical decisions, many of which had nothing to do with the assessment.
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Significance of Study
This study was significant because it built on the findings from other researchers about
the influences on pedagogical decision-making (Agee, 2004; Au, 2007a, 2009; Berliner, 2011;
Clarke et al., 2003; Gerwin, 2004; Gonzalez et al., 2016; Hampton, 2005; Madaus, 1988; Nichols
et al., 2005). Also, this study further tested claims that Title I districts faced intense testing
pressure based on their socioeconomic status (Au, 2009; Groves, 2002; Johnson & Johnson,
2002; Marchant & Paulson, 2005; Nichols et al., 2005; Sloan, 2005). Through interviews and
observations, I determined the role of high-stakes assessment on teachers’ pedagogical decisionmaking. Au (2009) asserted that the control exerted from high-stakes testing “leads directly to
control over teachers’ instructional practices” (p. 121). The teacher-centered pedagogical
approaches referred to as teaching to the test led to more direct instruction. The teacher delivered
as much content material as possible to students in preparation for assessments (Au, 2007a;
Grant, 2001). As I interviewed, reviewed artifacts, and observed teachers, I concluded these tests
impacted pedagogical decision-making and practices.
Although these pedagogical responses to high-stakes assessments might have been valid
across content areas, ELA instruction faced distinct repercussions for using these teaching to the
test approaches. For example, Simos et al. (2002) cited that some reading problems impacted as
many as 10 million children in the United States. In addition, the long-term effects of failure in
reading were debilitating (Cunningham & Stanovich, 2001; Torgesen, 2000). So, understanding
how teachers made pedagogical decisions and their reasons behind those decisions provided
important information on how ELA content was being taught in Title I schools. Furthermore, it
was vital to analyze if a school's demographics somehow impacted the ways teachers made
pedagogical decisions from a social justice standpoint. This research study built on existing
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studies (Agee, 2004; Au, 2007a, 2009; Berliner, 2011; Clarke et al., 2003; Gerwin, 2004;
Gonzalez et al., 2016; Hampton, 2005; Madaus, 1988; Nichols et al., 2005) to determine the
factors teachers considered when making pedagogical decisions in their ELA classrooms for
third through fifth grades in Title I schools.
Role of the Researcher
The most prominent role I took on was that of a researcher. Although I have several years
of experience as a teacher, I needed to focus on my role as a researcher to learn about this topic
by understanding my participants' experiences. In this study, I sought to understand perceptions
through discussions in the interview format that gave me a window into the world of the study
participants. As I was not teaching during the study, I was an outside researcher and I did not
participate in the research myself. Although some of my participants were past colleagues
through my time teaching while others were participants, I used snowball sampling from the
initial participants.
Another role I had as the researcher was to be analytical. The ongoing analysis took place
as I gathered and analyzed the data. I adjusted my questioning techniques and probed to gather a
more in-depth understanding of their pedagogical decision-making processes based on interview
responses. After each interview, I analyzed the recordings more deeply and followed up with
participants as needed. As I interviewed and observed, I identified connections among the
explanations given to make meaning and better understand the participants’ answers. I
understood my role as a qualitative researcher was to make my participants feel comfortable
throughout the interview process. I did this in two ways. First, by maintaining participant
confidentiality, they felt safe in answering honestly without their identity being revealed. Next, I
reassured the participants as they responded to questions that made them confident in relating
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their experiences with pedagogical decision-making. As Glesne (2016) explained, the goal is not
“right” or “wrong” answers but instead to “verbalize their stories, opinions, and feelings, and
remain comfortable when they do not remember something or have nothing to say to a question”
(p. 135). As a researcher, I wanted my participants to know I was grateful for their willingness to
participate. Overall, my role was to try and understand the stories the participants shared
authentically without imposing my own beliefs on their words. Therefore, it was my
responsibility to ensure I accurately portrayed their meanings and employed proper
confidentiality measures so they were safe in sharing their actual beliefs (Glesne, 2016).
This study built on the constructivist framework that learning happens as a response to
past experiences. This framework drove the methodology chosen for the research and the
assumptions I brought into the study as the researcher. I believed the participants’ experiences
shaped their perceptions and through discussion, they shared insight into their beliefs. This
constructivist perspective was vital to answering the research question because it allowed us to
discuss personal experiences and understand how teachers made pedagogical decisions. The
constructivist approach allowed me to look at the nature of the decision-making from everyone’s
perspective. Meaning-making is how the individual makes sense of their experiences (Crotty,
1998). Equally important, a critical theory view of pedagogical decision-making and
implementation allowed me to have a lens to see potential power structures that existed when
teachers made pedagogical decisions and put those pedagogies into classroom practice. As a
qualitative researcher, I was not seeking one “right” answer or perspective to the research
questions. Instead, I tried to share the teacher participants' unique experiences to understand
better their ELA pedagogy descriptions in their respective settings based on their prior
experiences.
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As a former Title I ELA teacher, I had assumptions going into the study. For the sake of
transparency, I outlined them in this paper. From my classroom experience in tested grade levels,
third and four grade ELA, I assumed Title I teachers would cite the high-stakes assessment as a
significant motivator in the pedagogical approaches they used in their classroom. Also, with the
diverse student body in the Title I schools, both with their racial makeup and socioeconomic
status, I expected the Title I teachers to have in-depth conversations about the role social justice
played in their classroom, specifically related to the pedagogical resources they used to meet the
needs of these students. I was aware my assumptions might have been misguided so I
approached this study with an open mind, willing to listen to and understand all my participants’
perceptions and discussions around the factors that influenced their pedagogical decisions for
ELA. Ultimately, I learned a great deal from my participants' interviews, artifact collection, and
virtual observations. As a result, I was mindful of these assumptions and was willing to see
things differently.
Key Terms
A few terms were important to understand before going any further. First, pedagogy and
curriculum needed to be defined and their differences understood. This study used Au’s (2009)
definition of pedagogy being “how content knowledge is taught” (p. 117) by understanding the
way the teacher chose to transmit the content to the students (McEwan & Bull, 1991). This
understanding of pedagogy is different from “curriculum,” which is conservatively defined as the
“subject matter content” (Au, 2009, p. 116). The curriculum was what was being taught, often
determined at the district or state level to align with state standards, and pedagogy was how the
curriculum was presented to the students. This distinction was important because these terms
sometimes get used interchangeably. Still, they differed vastly in this study, which sought to
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understand how teachers decided on their pedagogy, personal teaching methods, and learning
tools to teach the curriculum they were required to follow. For example, a teacher might have
explained how they used group work to help students meet the standards outlined in the
curriculum, and that approach was the teacher’s pedagogical decision.
Another critical term to this study was identifying what was meant by “Title I schools.”
Title I schools were designated by the Elementary and Secondary Education Act. Federal
funding is given to Title I schools if their school had “high numbers or percentages of children
from low-income families” (U.S. Department of Education, 2018, para. 1) to meet the state
standards. A Title I school has anywhere from 5% to 100% of the student body qualifying for
this status (U.S. Department of Education, 2018). So, for this study, I used the classification
provided by the school district in which the school resided. Chapter V provides the percentage of
students qualified for Title I funds at each participant’s school.
English Language Arts (ELA), often referred to simply as literacy, was the Common
Core State Standards Initiative's (n.d.) terminology. English Language Arts include more than
just reading and writing, although many districts focused on these two components. According to
the Common Core State Standards Initiative, ELA includes learning to read, write, speak, listen,
and use language effectively in various content areas. For this study, ELA included all of these
components; however. reading and writing were the only components addressed by high-stakes
testing so it focused on the participants’ artifacts, discussions, and observed lessons.
Finally, collaboration and cooperative learning were used interchangeably by the
participants. Collaboration is “the act of working together” (Liebech-Lien & Sjolie, 2021), while
“Cooperative learning involves small teams working together to support all members’ learning”
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(Buchs et al., 2017, p. 297). The two meanings are similar and cooperative learning is a teaching
tool to help support collaboration in the classroom.
Dissertation Organization
Chapter I outlined the research questions and gave an overview of the study’s approach.
Chapter II is a review of literature that cites previous studies to frame the significance of this
study to the education discipline. Chapter III provides a detailed outline of the research design
that explicitly describes the methodology, participant selection, data collection, and analysis
methods. The fourth chapter introduces the participants and their school setting with the study's
findings using thick descriptions to support the themes outlined. Finally, the fifth chapter is a
conclusion that also explains the limitations of the study.

15

CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
This chapter presents a brief introduction to the historical origins of high-stakes
assessments and the impact on educational inequality, pedagogy, and curriculum. It goes on to
outline the factors in teacher decision-making and some common pedagogical approaches to
teaching English Language Arts (ELA). Finally, this chapter concludes with an outline of my
conceptual framework.
The purpose of this research was to (a) determine the factors that influence teachers’
pedagogical decisions when planning ELA instruction, (b) describe the implications of
pedagogical decisions for the Title I upper elementary students, and (c) identify the challenges
and opportunities of Title I upper elementary teachers’ pedagogical choices.
To conduct this literature review, I searched the literature to find existing studies about
high-stakes assessments’ impact on pedagogy and curriculum and teacher decision-making. To
find these studies, I used educational computer databases including EBSCO host, ERIC,
LexisNexis, and Google Scholar to search for peer-reviewed, scholarly articles that reported
research on high-stakes assessments’ impact on teaching pedagogy and curriculum, teacher
decision-making, and common pedagogical approaches used in ELA classrooms. Although I
focused on literature since the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (2002), I also opened up the
search when I came across commonly used sources cited in other articles that were foundational
to understanding these topics.
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Historical Origins
To understand the pedagogical approaches commonly used in our current school system,
it is valuable to note the historical origins that have influenced teaching. A Nation at Risk
(Gardner, 1983) cited several standardized tests to support its conclusions that American student
abilities were eroding and “others are matching and surpassing our educational attainments”
(Gardner, 1983, p. 5). When measuring improvements, it is logical to institutionalize
standardized tests. Over the next 20 years, that is what happened at the state and local levels, and
then at the national level. In 1997, President Clinton called for “a national crusade for education
standards” (para. 23). The attention on educational standards ultimately led to the heavily
bipartisan NCLB Act of 2001 (2002), passed under George W. Bush’s administration, that
required each state to implement “a set of high-quality, yearly student academic assessments”
(NCLB, 2002, p. 1449). The NCLB threatened to take away federal funding from schools that
were failing. The “high-stakes” descriptor came about when some states used the results for
accountability to determine critical aspects of people’s lives such as grade level advancement or
graduation, job retention, and state-level takeover of a school. The assessment then “links the
score on one set of standardized tests to grade promotion, high school graduation and, in some
cases, teacher and principal salaries and tenure decisions” (Orfield & Wald, as cited in Au, 2009,
p. 20). In her interview with Gross, Ravitch stated that assessments have become “a blunt
instrument to close schools or to say whether teachers are good teachers are not” (Gross &
Ravitch, 2011, para. 3). Ravitch explained that under NCLB, schools not meeting proficiency
goals would be turned into charter schools, handed over to private management, completely shut
down, or replace staff, thus holding them accountable for test scores (Gross & Ravitch, 2011).
High-stakes accountability associated with test scores is often reflected in schools through a
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curriculum focused on improving scores and teachers using pedagogical approaches that prepare
students to take high-stakes assessments (Au, 2007a, 2009; McNeil, 2000; Vogler, 2005). These
approaches further reinforce the assertion that the original goal of using assessments to help
students and teachers improve turned into a punishment tool to be feared. Although President
Obama (2015) lamented some parents believe “too much testing is keeping their kids from
learning” (para. 4), his administration’s Every Student Succeeds Act (2016) required the same
testing as NCLB. Most states have not changed their testing regimens. The historical origins of
implementing and holding schools accountable to test scores have significantly impacted the
school system. One of those impacts has been on the content taught in schools, which also
influences the pedagogy used to teach those content areas.
Title I schools have been designated by the Elementary and Secondary Education Act and
amended by other legislation. Title I schools are provided with federal funding if a school has
“high numbers or high percentages of children from low-income families” (U.S. Department of
Education, 2018, para. 1) to meet the state standards. Very complex statutory formulas are used
to determine Title I status. Funds are distributed to each local educational agency (LEA) partly as
directed by the statute and as determined by each qualifying LEA. The LEA could be a county,
city, or school district, depending on the educational hierarchies. For example, in School Year
2015-2016, approximately 55% of all public schools used Title I funds, but not all of these
schools had a large number of Title I students, as some may have only 5-10% of their students
Title I qualified and others virtually all students (U.S. Department of Education, 2018).
Educational Inequality
With the adoption of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (2002), test scores have
become correlated with educational success, no matter how inaccurate that might be (Jackson &
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Holzman, 2020). However, as we see income inequality, there is a pattern between income
inequalities and academic achievement. Au (2009) explains that “graduation rates, grade point
averages, discipline rates, dropout rates, and standardized test scores could be relatively
accurately predicted by a simple analysis” of where a child lives in the city (p. 15). In 2013, Au
further stated that “socio-economic factors simply have an overwhelming effect on educational
achievement” (p. 14). This phenomenon, which Au (2009) refers to as the “zip code effect,”
highlights the educational inequality we see throughout the United States and even within cities.
Unfortunately, this trend highlights that students from lower socioeconomic statuses and students
of color do not achieve the same level as their wealthier counterparts (Laird et al., 2006; Sirin,
2005; The Education Trust, 2004). Educational inequality in the United States is historically
studied and discussed as a point of action.
Continued historical, educational inequality drove the passing of the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act (ESEA) in 1965 and continues to be an essential topic for discussion
and education reform. The National Center for Educational Statistics found that African
American and Latino students were twice as likely to drop out as their White counterparts and
low-income students were five times more likely to drop out than high-income students (Laird et
al., 2006). These startling statistics showed the education system was not meeting the needs of
the diverse populations it served as it reflected disproportionate dropout rates (Au, 2009).
However, there are still inequalities in education based on social class and race (Au, 2009;
Hunter & Bartee, 2003). Inequalities in education were addressed by Freire (1970) as he
discussed the social implications of teachers trying to simply pour information into students
instead of encouraging the students to discuss and challenge the system.
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From this point of view, education that liberates, through discussion and dialogue, opens
doors to challenge the social reproduction seen in schools under the current system, especially
high-stakes assessments. When teachers are simply encouraging memorization and students are
viewed as “‘containers,’ into ‘receptacles’ to be ‘filled’ by the teacher” (Freire, 1970, p. 72),
education is then reproducing social inequalities as the teacher is the one who has the knowledge
and gives it to those who do not (Au, 2007b). This “banking concept” (Freire, 1970) of education
is reflected in the high-stakes assessments policies being implemented as there is more focus on
regurgitating information through multiple-choice assessments and less emphasis on building
critical thinking skills among students (Au, 2007b).
Although educational inequality is still a problem in the U.S. school system, how do
these inequalities reflect in pedagogy? Are the factors that influence decision-making different
depending on the school's socioeconomic status? And how do current policies impact these
decisions, if at all?
High-Stakes Assessments
High-stakes assessment is defined as the approach that “links the score on one set of
standardized tests to grade promotion, high school graduation and, in some cases, teacher and
principal salaries and tenure decisions” (Orfield & Wald, 2000, p. 38), which is what makes
these tests “high-stakes” and the results are used to categorize schools.
The passing of NCLB has “taken the issue of educational inequality and stitched it
together with standardized testing” (Au, 2009, p. 16) to increase accountability when students do
not perform well on the tests (Darling-Hammond, 2004; Nichols & Berliner, 2007). As a result,
the test scores have become the United States’ marker for educational progress, evaluation, and
reform, indicating these tests are considered an accurate measure for the academic quality a
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particular district or school gives their students (Popham, 2001a). However, the results we see on
the tests reiterate the zip code effect—low-income schools perform worse on these standardized
high-stakes assessments than their wealthier counterparts. In addition, numerous studies find
low-income schools and students of color are negatively affected by these tests at higher rates
than their more affluent counterparts (Au, 2009; Groves, 2002; Marchant & Paulson, 2005;
Nichols et al., 2005). Freire (1970) discussed the problems of educational inequality and a
system that encourages regurgitation of facts without the allowance to discuss and challenge;
these concerns are further reflected in the high-stakes assessments as Au (2009) points out:
Scores on the 2005 National Assessment of Educational Progress show White students
outscoring African American and Latino students by 26 points in scaled reading scores,
by 20 points in fourth-grade mathematics scores, by 23 points in eighth-grade reading
scores, and by more than 26 points in eighth-grade reading scores. (p. 18)
The data show that high-stakes assessments are attempting to address the problems of
educational inequality but are instead simply reflecting there is a problem. Amrein and Berliner
(2002b) analyzed data showing states that used exit exams had a higher drop-out rate than before
these exit exams were implemented. Nichols and Berliner (2007) found the disproportionate
dropout rates of lower-income students than high-income students indicated a connection
between the nature of high-stakes assessments and their negative impact on low-income students
(Amrein & Berliner, 2002a).
Tests used for standards-based accountability send signals to educators (as well as to
students and parents) about the “specific content, styles of learning, and styles of performing that
are valued” (Stecher, 2014, p. 40). With the emphasis on test scores, teachers respond by creating
lessons focused on the content they know will be tested and emphasizing learning styles that
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promote students to perform well (Amrein & Berliner, 2002b; Stecher, 2014). However, Stecher
(2014) pointed out the result of these tests are not necessarily all negative; instead, it has created
“more content-focused instruction” (p. 41). However, it has also resulted in teachers adapting
their instruction, resulting in a narrowed curriculum to focus on tested material (Stecher, 2014).
While high-stakes assessments aim to address educational inequality and raise
achievement, the data suggest it is not meeting those goals and reproducing social inequalities
through education. Specifically, with the pressures tied to high-stakes assessments, there is an
impact on the chosen and used curriculum and changes to the classroom and pedagogical
approaches (Amrein & Berliner, 2002b; Au, 2009).
High-Stakes Assessment’s Impact
on Pedagogy
Key to this research is the impact high-stakes assessment has on teacher pedagogy.
Berliner (2011) found that the pressures associated with these tests resulted in “teacher-centered
pedagogy” (p. 295). Au (2007a) also noted an increase in “teacher-centered instruction
associated with lecturing and the direct transmission of test-related facts” (p. 263). Gonzalez et
al. (2016) conducted a study to understand the impact of testing on stress and self-efficacy. They
found teachers lacked adequate teaching time and that testing heavily influences day-to-day
instructional content and activities. They mentioned that “administrators are consistently looking
for instruction strategies and interventions to help struggling students prepare for state testing,”
again reiterating that test scores are a central focus of most schools (p. 527). They control content
area selection and how teachers are expected to teach impacts curricular decisions made by
administrators and teachers. Au (2011) mentioned that “due to the pressures exerted through
policies associated with high-stakes testing, teachers are teaching to the test with increasing
regularity, consistency, and intensity” (p. 30). Additionally, Toppo (2007) mentioned that a
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common pedagogical approach that has resurfaced in response to testing uses a drill and kill
strategy to prepare students for tests.
McNeil (2000) explained that because pedagogy is being limited, teachers are being
forced to present “packaged fragments of information sent from an upper level of the
bureaucracy” (p. 5). In addition, the weight carried by these tests and the pedagogical shifts that
are taking place result in “increased time doing test drills and practicing for the types of
information, questions, and test-taking skills that the tests require” (Au, 2011, p. 31). This is not
to say that teachers embrace these approaches; in fact, the pedagogical control that has taken
place because of high-stakes testing has created a conflict of interest for teachers who feel the
need to teach in a way that matches the test, which is contrary to the best practices of studentcentered pedagogy (Santoro, 2018). However, this curriculum standardization has also resulted
in the standardization of “teachers’ pedagogies as they work to deliver test-driven curriculum in
an efficient manner” (Au, 2011, p. 31). Thus, along with the standardization of pedagogy to
prepare for high-stakes assessments, the curriculum has been adjusted in many schools to reflect
these tests.
Curriculum Narrowing
Curriculum narrowing occurs when tested subjects such as reading and math receive
priority resourcing (time, materials, etc.) over other subjects such as social studies, the arts, and
foreign languages (Berliner, 2011). Curriculum narrowing also reflects inequality in schools as
schools with many students of color are more inclined to experience curriculum narrowing (von
Zastrow, 2004). In fact, as a response to high-stakes testing, von Zastrow (2004) found that
schools with a large population of minority students experienced a 36% decrease in arts
education including cuts in foreign language education. Similarly, kindergarten through fifth
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grade elementary schools found schools with high minority populations cut time on social
studies education, which was not a tested subject. Given the cutting of certain non-tested
subjects, these same schools have increased teaching time on reading instruction (Au, 2009).
This time focused on tested subjects shows that schools respond to high-stakes testing pressures
by limiting access to diverse content areas while instead focusing on the content being tested.
The focus on tested subjects poses problems also for students who flourish in the contents that
are cut as a response to high-stakes testing, as “this standardization of both pedagogy and
content, then, not only prohibits a diverse curriculum in the classroom, it also works against a
diversity of identities in the classroom” (Au, 2009, p. 133).
Curriculum narrowing is a common occurrence as a North Carolina survey showed “a
wide-spread decline in time devoted to the untested areas of science and social studies after the
state’s high-stakes accountability program was instituted” (Gunzenhauser, 2003, p. 55). Au
(2007a) mentioned that “nontested subjects were increasingly excluded from curricular content”
(p. 262). A nationwide survey showed that “62% of districts reported increasing instructional
time devoted to the tested subjects of math and English/language arts in elementary school since
2002, including a 37% increase in time spent on math and a 46% increase in time spent on
English/language arts education” (Au, 2011, p. 30). This reaction is a form of teaching to the test
to ensure students are better prepared for high-stakes assessments. Berliner (2011) also wrote
about the causes and effects of curriculum narrowing in response to the administration of
assessments and how that impacted teacher and student experiences in schools. For example, in
response to curriculum narrowing, teachers are forced to eliminate subjects they may view as
essential and be inclined to teach the tested subjects in a way that adequately prepares the
students to perform well on the test instead of using strategies the teachers believe to be best
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practice (Berliner, 2011; Santoro, 2018). Unfortunately, data also indicated “it is likely that
lower performing schools (compared to higher performing schools) added much more time to
these subject matter areas in the hope of having their test scores go up” (Berliner, 2011, p. 289).
Au (2011) explained the research indicated “that high-stakes testing narrows the instructional
curriculum to match that of the tests” (p. 30). Although this is certainly not the intention of highstakes assessments, curriculum narrowing is a rational response. Schools attempt to increase their
scores on tests that are incredibly consequential for schools (Berliner, 2011).
Although curriculum narrowing is a common theme when studying Title I schools,
studies indicated these assessments could result in curricular expansion. Vogler’s (2003) study
illustrated an example of content expansion, which demonstrated that social studies teachers
began adding language arts instruction into their classes because of high-stakes testing.
Integrating highly tested subjects into other content areas might be beneficial in leading to a
cross-curricular approach; however, with this integration, it might also be argued that the tested
content is even given priority during other subjects’ dedicated time. This inclusion resulted from
testing because the teachers noted it was imperative to bolster the instruction provided in these
areas as the state tests them.
Campbell’s Law and Curriculum
Narrowing
Campbell’s Law stated, “The more any quantitative social indicator is used for social
decision-making, the more subject it will be to corruption pressures and the more apt it will be to
distort and corrupt the social processes it is intended to monitor” (Campbell, 1979, p. 85).
Campbell’s Law essentially explains why the use of high-stakes assessments in education has led
to cheating scandals, has resulted in curriculum narrowing, and has driven schools to adopt a
pedagogy focused on teaching to the test. Ravitch (2012) used Campbell’s Law to explain how
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the No Child Left Behind policies and Race to the Top create a high-pressure system that results
in districts wanting to obtain higher scores. By creating this pressure, using a quantitative
measure, Ravitch stated “this kind of pressure may cause educators to betray their ethical duty by
changing test scores” (para. 6). She argues that by using these assessments in policy, we will not
see a reduction in methods that cheat the system, which does not create a better education for our
students.
Campbell’s Law then provides essential insight into the problems of the high-stakes
assessment put in place by legislation such as No Child Left Behind and Race to the Top. These
programs put in place a rewards and consequences system to exert pressure on educational
systems to ensure students perform well on prescribed standardized tests. Nichols and Berliner
(2008) made connections to Campbell’s Law and the high-stakes testing system that the
“pressure to score well on a single test is so intense that it leads to nefarious practices, distorts
education, and ends up demoralizing our educators” (p. 42). They then proposed and analyzed
reasons that high-stakes testing, despite its shortcomings, has become an accepted part of
education in the United States. With a growing power elite, more children attend “good” public
schools where the high-stakes tests do not hold detrimental outcomes.
In comparison, poor and diverse schools are hit hard by the assessments, which is where
we see more curriculum narrowing and teach-to-the-test pedagogical strategies in place. “When
stakes are attached to the scores, teachers will feel pressure to focus narrowly on improving
performance on specific tasks, which will undermine the interpretability of scores from those
tasks” (Stecher, 2014, p. 49). The danger with the way assessments are used is in the use “of
quantitative data to evaluate individuals” (Porter-Magee, 2013, para. 15). The eye-opening
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implications of Campbell’s Law in education is its warning of a natural response to a
requirement to increase these scores by any means including test-focused pedagogy.
Teaching to the Test
As curriculum narrowing reflects the importance of what is taught, presenting content
also reflects the high-stakes assessment format. McGuire (2007) explained that students'
preparation for the tests focused on rote memorization instead of higher-order thinking skills.
Teachers adopt teacher-centered pedagogies instead of student-centered as they try to pour as
much knowledge into their students as quickly as possible in preparation for the tests (Au, 2007a;
Vogler, 2005). Several studies found that pedagogy has become focused on practice and drilling
students using the same question stems, format, and other test-focused skills to increase testing
performance (Au, 2007b). Furthermore, the content presentation focuses on how the information
will be tested instead of connecting the knowledge to the “real-life” context that could make it
meaningful for students (Au, 2007a; Clarke et al., 2003; Vogler, 2005). This adds to the concern
that schools that perform lower on these tests see increased levels of “formal control that leads
directly to control over teachers’ instructional practices” (Au, 2009, p. 121).
Although this phenomenon is infiltrating schools as they feel pressure to increase scores,
teachers face moral concerns as many do not think they are providing what is best for their
students (Santoro, 2018). The pressure can also lead to increased attrition rates as teachers feel
demoralized in their profession. Santoro’s (2018) study and Costigan’s (2002) findings showed
teachers felt they had lost power in making decisions they thought were best for their students.
This conflict between making moral decisions to help students versus doing what can increase
scores has impacted teacher morale as they lose pedagogical decision-making control (Perrault,
2000). These pressures and conflicts teachers face in the high-stakes assessment era further
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indicated the importance of this study as I sought to understand the factors that influenced
decision-making and identify similarities and differences among teachers of different student
populations.
Teacher Decision-Making
Understanding and evaluating the factors that play a role in teacher decision making has
been a popular topic of educational research (Clark, 1988). In Clark’s (1988) research review, it
was evident that the “unappreciated ways in which the practice of teaching can be as complex
and cognitively demanding as the practice of medicine, law, or architecture” (p. 8). Simon and
Newell (as cited in Duschl & Wright, 1989) conceptualized the “Theory of Problem Solving,”
which describes the way people process information and make decisions. There are four main
propositions (Newell & Simon, as cited in Duschl & Wright, 1989):
(1)

A few, and only a few, gross characteristics of the human information-processing
system are invariant over task and problem solver

(2)

Such characteristics are sufficient to determine that a task environment is
represented as a problem space, and that problem solving takes place in a problem
space.

(3)

The structure of the task environment determines the possible structures of the
problem space.

(4)

The structure of the problem space determines the possible programs that can be
used for problem solving. (p. 469)

Teachers consider the problem and make decisions to implement a course of action. So, to
understand pedagogical decisions, it is essential to look at the environmental factors that impact
teaching and the conceptual aspects. Duschl and Wright (1989) found
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(1)

Teachers do construct models of reality on select components of their environment,
which then become the basis for decisions.

(2)

Teachers do not teach toward objectives; rather, teachers teach to the instructional
activity and treat the activity as the basic unit of planning.

(3)

Teacher planning and decision making focus on the selection of content the
instructional contexts.

(4)

Teachers’ thinking and behaviors are guided by a set of organized beliefs and are, in
turn, influenced by the organized beliefs that exist in the social context in which the
teacher functions.

(5)

Consciously or unconsciously, teachers make decisions that affect their behavior.
(p. 469)

Figure 2.1 demonstrates factors that play a role in how teachers make pedagogical
decisions (Shavelson & Stern, as cited in Duschl & Wright, 1989, p. 470). It highlights the
processes teachers use when making decisions. It is essential to understand the factors that play
a role in the decisions teachers make. Shavelson and Stern (as cited in Duschl & Wright, 1989)
outlined how complex teacher decision-making can be. However, this figure seemed to be
lacking in analyzing the complexities of the repercussions of pedagogical decisions. This study
built on understanding those factors that impact teacher decision-making by focusing on
pedagogical decisions.
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Figure 2.1
Pedagogical Decision Making
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Pedagogy
English Language Arts consists of several components. Most notably, ELA consists of
reading and writing standards; these are the ones explicitly assessed on high-stakes testing.
However, ELA also consists of speaking and listening standards, which are not formally
assessed, that may impact how teachers make pedagogical choices when teaching the ELA
content in grades 3 through 5 (Common Core State Standards Initiative, n.d.). Au (2007a) found
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that teachers who used pedagogical instruction guided by the assessments could also develop
literacy skills. A state’s test design also plays a role in how its teachers make pedagogical
decisions. For example, when a state has a writing assessment looking for a very traditional fiveparagraph essay format, teachers adjust their pedagogy to reflect that type of writing (Hillocks,
2002). Importantly, Bebray et al. (2003) found higher-performing schools did not feel the same
pressures to adjust pedagogical approaches because they already met the expectations set for
them. In contrast, schools that performed poorly on these tests had pressure to adapt their
pedagogy to increase the test scores (Abrams et al., 2003; Hampton, 2005). These claims
provided an important basis for this research study.
This study used Au’s (2009) pedagogy definition “how content knowledge is taught” (p.
117) including the way the teacher chooses to transmit the content to the students (McEwan &
Bull, 1991). To further elaborate, pedagogy is the method teachers use to teach their subject
matter; i.e., direct instruction, multiple-choice, project-based, or small group approaches to name
a few. This understanding of pedagogy is different from “curriculum,” which is conservatively
defined as the “subject matter content” (Au, 2009, p. 116). Essentially, the curriculum is what is
being taught while pedagogy is how the teacher teaches the curriculum. This study built on
previous research claiming poorer schools face different pressures than their wealthier
counterparts when making pedagogical decisions. The following sections explore some common
pedagogical approaches to teaching ELA in Title I schools.
Differentiation
Deunk et al. (2018) defined differentiation as “a combination of careful progress
monitoring and adapting instruction in response” (p. 31). Differentiation can present itself in a
classroom in different ways including grouping students, progress monitoring, access to different
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levels of materials, instruction adapted for struggling students, and acceleration opportunities for
more advanced students (Deunk et al., 2018). In addition, teachers can differentiate for various
needs beyond student mastery levels including student interests and level of motivation.
Differentiation is supported by Lev Vygotsky’s (1978) zone of proximal development, which
explains that learning is achieved when students receive tasks that are just beyond their current
independent level of mastery.
Some concerns can arise with how students are categorized when teachers differentiate.
For example, teachers’ personal biases and beliefs might impact how a student is perceived by
the teacher (Lee & Ginsburg, 2007). For instance, if a student in a lower socioeconomic status is
placed into the “low” group early on, a later teacher might be biased toward low expectations of
the student because of this placement rather than on actual performance.
Another critical concern educators have is the lack of interest in reading and the drop in
engagement across grade levels (Greenberg et al., 2006). Students might not be interested in
reading because their reading level is either above or below the instructional level they are
receiving (Pitcher et al., 2007). In response to this, teachers are inclined and often encouraged to
differentiate their reading instruction to meet the unique needs of their students (Reis et al.,
2011). However, Latz et al. (2008) found that although differentiation is “necessary to enable all
students to maximize their gains” (p. 27), there are several reasons teachers are “resistant to
differentiation” (p. 28) such as no administrative support, lack of planning time, behavioral
issues, etc. Allington (2002) likewise found that differentiation is very inconsistent, specifically
in reading rooms.
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Direct Instruction
As a pedagogical response to high-stakes testing mandates, direct instruction (DI),
specifically scripted DI, has become more widely used in schools (Shelton, 2010). Direct
instruction is the “comprehensive system of instruction that integrates effective teaching
practices with sophisticated curriculum design, classroom organization and management, and
careful monitoring of student progress” (Stein et al., 1998, p. 277). Swanson et al. (1999)
explained that DI includes highly focused, sequenced, and fast-paced lessons. This approach
often allows for individual responses that give the teacher quick feedback and immediate
correction. In addition, DI often uses a three-tiered approach to teaching, sometimes referred to
as gradual release. In this model, the teacher first teaches directly to the students, then the teacher
uses guided instruction with students, and finally, students work on their own (Campbell, 2009).
This gradual release model—which uses the “I Do, We Do, You Do” or “To, With, By”
format—is common to see in a direct instruction classroom. Direct instruction is most often
associated with teacher-led instruction of the skills students need that focuses on basic skills. For
example, in teaching reading, data supported the use of DI as an effective way to teach reading
skills (Becker, 1977) including fundamental reading skills. However, some believed this model
did not allow the teacher to be creative in devising lessons to present to diverse students and did
not allow for an engaging classroom experience (Adams & Engelmann, 1996). Direct instruction
programs have shown success with disadvantaged students but some believe this approach to
teaching emphasizes a behaviorist approach using rote memorization and prevents access to
higher-order thinking skills (Sawyer, 2004).
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Technology
Technology impacts everyday life and students have become increasingly adept at
utilizing technology as a tool to help them learn content. The Common Core Standards include
technology in the ELA curriculum standards. Technology is recommended to be a part of the
reading and writing curriculum to build the 21st-century skills they need to succeed (Chelsey &
Jordan, 2012). Using technology as a pedagogical tool can impact student engagement with the
content (Scherer & Cator, 2011), help raise their achievement with the subject (Storz &
Hoffman, 2013), increase reading fluency abilities (Vasinda & McLeod, 2011), and even help
improve student writing abilities. There is also the belief that technology can allow teachers to
create ELA lessons that are more student-centered, allowing for more effective differentiation
(Warschauer, 2007) than in a classroom that does not use technology regularly. Wendt (2013)
even explained that the technology could increase literacy for students across the board—from
general education to special education students. With the variety of technology schools have
access to, teachers can better meet the needs of their diverse students (Wendt, 2013). There is a
wide variety of technology programs available for teachers to use to increase literacy. Some of
these include Read Naturally Live—a differentiated program focused on increasing both fluency
and comprehension; DreamScape—a video game type technology that could be differentiated
and focuses on different dimensions of reading including vocabulary and comprehension skills;
FlipGrid—a social learning platform that allows the teacher to facilitate video discussions; and
other online programs like Reading A-Z and many others.
Cooperative Learning and
Collaboration
As the world becomes more globalized, 21st century skills are becoming utilized in
schools as they focus on preparing students, and one of these skills is collaboration (Liebech-
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Lien & Sjolie, 2021). A simplified meaning of collaboration is “the act of working together”
(Liebech-Lien & Sjolie, 2021). However, in classrooms, these activities, which include groups of
two or more students working together, require problem-solving to complete an assigned task or
make a final product (Laal & Laal, 2012). Thus, the terms and meanings of collaboration and
cooperative learning intersect as they encourage working with others.
Another pedagogical approach to teaching ELA is the use of cooperative learning. To be
classified as cooperative learning, an activity must include student-to-student, face-to-face
interaction (Johnson & Johnson, 2002). “Cooperative learning involves small teams working
together to support all members’ learning” (Buchs et al., 2017, p. 297). Cooperative learning
means students must work together to complete a task that encourages interactions and can help
build creative thinking and problem-solving abilities. There are several strategies a teacher may
use to implement cooperative learning techniques including think-pair-share exercises and Kagan
structures to create cooperative learning activities for students. With this cooperative learning
approach to teaching ELA content, the oral dialogue can increase literacy (Rose, 2017). Spencer
Kagan (2001) discussed that using these cooperative learning strategies has other benefits
including improving race relations as students team up with their peers instead of choosing their
teammates (Brandt, 1989). In addition, allowing students to communicate authentically is
essential to developing and growing student literacy. So, using this positive interdependence
among students and a sense of accountability and responsibility could help build cooperative
methods that create interaction and teamwork (Kagan, 2001).
Culturally Responsive Pedagogy
Shifting demographics in schools, as evidenced by the fact students learning English has
grown anywhere from 200% to 800% in each state (Breiseth, 2015), requires teachers to
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implement new kinds of pedagogy that focus on supporting culturally and linguistically diverse
students in ways that put social justice at the forefront. Built from the origins of Critical Race
Theory and how racism is perpetuated in our society, culturally responsive pedagogy (CRP) is
applied in the education system to combat the systems in place (Nash, 2018). So, the education
system strives to provide more equitable education in schools utilizing culturally responsive
pedagogy. In the mid-1970s, as concerns began to arise about the achievement outcomes for
children of color, teachers began focusing on diverse instruction and awareness of students’
cultures (Nash, 2018). Philip (2011) emphasized that teachers using culturally responsive
pedagogy see how they can challenge oppression seen in schools and as a civil rights duty.
Culturally responsive pedagogy for educators is guided by their ability to understand the
life stories of the population they serve and be able to “develop affirming attitudes, validating,
and respecting diverse children” in their uniqueness both in and out of the classroom setting
(Villegas & Lucas, 2002, p. 23). Culturally responsive pedagogy utilizes learner-centered
approaches that Richards et al. (2007) defined as having three dimensions: “(a) institutional, (b)
personal, and (c) instructional” (p. 64). Culturally responsive pedagogy requires the teacher to
self-reflect and understand their attitudes and biases that influence the teaching practices they use
in the classroom. Teachers should understand the history of the diverse groups they teach to
understand how their personal experiences impact their classroom experiences (Villegas &
Lucas, 2002). Once teachers understand their students’ histories and personal family experiences,
they should learn about best practices to teach their diverse student body and daily apply it in
their classroom. Instruction can become culturally responsive when the teacher can bring
marginalized students’ culture into the classroom and step away from a monocultural classroom.
By validating the cultural identities of students in the school using a variety of books, materials,
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images, and other supplemental sources, students can then feel embraced in their classroom and
the process of building an equitable classroom can begin (Richards et al., 2007). Once the
educator can embrace these new views of how students construct learning, the teacher can build
meaningful relationships and successfully implement CRP (Richards et al., 2007).
Conceptual Framework
Three main theories contributed to my conception of teacher decision making. First, the
constructivist theory holds that people learn from constructing their interactions with the learning
task (Resnick & Klopfer, 1989). So, this means teachers learn from their personal experiences
and build meaning based on those experiences. Essentially, teachers then consider this
experiential learning when they make pedagogical decisions. For example, Dewey (1916)
described the teachers' processes when making decisions including reflecting on past situations.
Second, critical theory shapes the conceptual framework as Gutman (1987) explained the goal of
education is to “accept those ways of life that are consistent with sharing the rights and
responsibilities of citizenship in a democratic society” (p. 42). This perception of education can
be challenged through the decisions teachers make in their classrooms. In this case, teachers
consider the social repercussions of the decisions they make when teaching. For example, a
teacher may intentionally choose nondiscriminatory texts to ensure all students can participate
and not feel alienated through the discussions and activities. Finally, care theory plays a role in
the conceptual framework as teachers tend to believe their choices can help students grow as
both learners and individuals. Noddings (2005) discussed caring in schools and encouraged
teachers to get to know their students. I found Noddings’ (2005) description that “teachers do
care. Still, they are unable to make the connections that would complete caring relations with
their students” (p. 2) is reflected by the many responsibilities and pressures teachers face in the
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classroom. When it comes to pedagogical decision-making, teachers care about their students
and choose approaches that meet the needs of the diverse students in their classrooms.
Using the three theories: constructivist theory, critical theory, and care theory, my
conceptual framework of decision making was surrounded by the responsibility to the students to
provide an equitable learning environment that promotes learning for each student based on their
individual needs; the social responsibility they feel they have to society to shape the youth to
become the best versions of themselves; the moral responsibility they have to use approaches
they know is best for their students (Santoro, 2018); and the job responsibilities teachers face as
they may be required to use pedagogical approaches and tools they disagree with as pressure
from the top down to keep their jobs. These three theories related to the research study in
framing the underlying conditions that play a role in teachers’ pedagogical decision-making.
Figure 2.2 shows the four factors influencing my conceptual framework for this study.
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Figure 2.2
Conceptual Framework for Teachers’ Pedagogical Decision Making

Summary
This literature review provided insight into how this study built on current research about
teacher decision-making, especially high-stakes testing. The focus of this study to understand the
pedagogical decision-making of teachers in Title I schools is of interest to those in education.
English Language Arts is important content for students to master as it translates to other content
areas. In addition, Simos et al. (2002) stated, “according to some estimates, reading problems
may affect as many as 10 million children in the United States alone” (p. 159). The long-term
effects of failure in reading can be debilitating (Cunningham & Stanovich, 2001; Torgesen,
2000). So, understanding how teachers make pedagogical decisions and their reasons behind
those decisions could provide important information on how ELA content is taught effectively
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and ineffectively in schools and specifically in Title I schools. By identifying factors that
influence the decision-making process for Title I ELA teachers in upper elementary grades, the
educational community can better analyze the various factors teachers consider when making
these decisions.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY
The goal of this research was to (a) determine the factors that influence teachers’
pedagogical decisions when planning ELA instruction, (b) describe the implications of
pedagogical decisions for the Title I upper elementary students, and (c) identify the challenges
and opportunities of Title I upper elementary teachers’ pedagogical choices.
Four Title I teachers were studied in a state in the Rocky Midwest region. Using virtual
and off-site interviews, artifact collection, and observation methods allowed me to discuss,
analyze, and compare how teachers make these important pedagogical decisions and how these
decisions translate into classroom practice. It was critical to share participants’ decision-making
procedures and portray the factors teachers considered when making these crucial decisions for
their students within the educational community. To illustrate these factors, I provided a rich
description by quoting participants’ words. This chapter reviews the research design to address
the research questions:
Q1

How do Title I upper elementary ELA teachers explain their pedagogical
decision-making processes?
Q1a

What are the implications of these pedagogical decisions for Title I upper
elementary ELA students?

Q1b

What are the challenges and opportunities created by a Title I upper
elementary teacher’s pedagogical choices?

This study built on teacher decision-making literature (Au, 2009, 2011; Berliner, 2011; Costigan,
2002; Duschl & Wright, 1989; McNeil, 2000; Ravitch, 2012; Santoro, 2018; Toppo, 2007),
focusing on Title I ELA upper elementary school teachers. This study sought to describe Title I
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teachers’ pedagogical decision-making processes while also describing the methods' implications
on students and the challenges and opportunities teachers face during their processes.
Significantly, ELA comprises reading, writing, speaking, and listening standards (Common Core
State Standards Initiative, n.d.). This chapter reviews the research design including the
theoretical stance that shaped how I approached the study. I also describe the setting and context
of the research and the participant pool. Additionally, I review the case study methodology that
this study employed and the data collection methods and analysis methods. Also, I describe the
transferability of the study.
Theoretical Stance
Several significant principles guide constructivist theory and therefore inform education.
First, learning is an active process in which knowledge and meaning are created through
meaning-making interactions and interpretations of experiences, not by passively transmitting
knowledge to the learner (Dewey, 1938). Also, learning utilizes socialization in several ways.
Vygotsky, for example, explained that learning takes place through an “interactive relationship
between a child and an aide during problem-solving situations” (Maldonado, 2008, p. 889).
Additionally, Dewey (1938) argued a need for social interaction for people to construct
knowledge. The nature of teaching and the creation of learning opportunities take this interactive
form. This perspective gave me a framework for understanding how Title I ELA teachers in
upper elementary grades made pedagogical decisions. The theoretical stance that drove how I
viewed research was constructivist theory. The constructivist theory has implications for
teaching and learning that intertwine with how teaching approaches impact learning (Dewey,
1938).
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Theoretical knowledge about applying constructivist theory to teaching and learning is
rooted in Piaget’s and Vygotsky’s findings from the psychology field. Although the results were
not meant to apply to classrooms directly, Piaget’s conclusions that learning happens through
environmental interaction shapes how constructivist teachers teach by providing experiential
opportunities and how learning occurs through student participation in those interactions (Piaget,
1952). Vygotsky’s work also impacts teaching and learning in that learning happens when the
learner is interacting with people. Therefore, teaching is a social endeavor requiring knowledge
of learners’ current abilities to adequately meet their zone of proximal development, which is
“what a child can accomplish alone and what he or she can accomplish with the assistance of a
more experienced individual” (Echevarria et al., 2013, p. 120).
Applied to both learning theory and epistemology, constructivism addresses how people
learn and the nature of knowledge. As a learning theory, constructivism asserts learners construct
their knowledge and meaning both individually and socially. Therefore, learning is not a linear
process but instead, “it is understood to be complex and fundamentally nonlinear in nature”
(Fosnot & Perry, 1996, p. 11). So, knowledge is not developed independently of a learner’s
experience.
Constructivism gave me a framework to understand how teachers discussed their
pedagogical decision-making including choosing pedagogical approaches and supplemental
materials in their classroom. Also, this philosophical underpinning influenced the way I
approached virtual interviews, the analysis of artifacts, and observation in the study.
Constructivism claims the individual constructs knowledge as they interact with the material. For
example, I was interested in how a school’s income demographics influenced the way teachers
explained and understood learning, student knowledge, and teaching (Crotty, 1998).
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Understanding how teachers construct their perceptions of pedagogy and their decision-making
processes for teaching is constructivist because I sought to understand how the individual, based
on their interactions with the world, shaped these perceptions and their decision-making for
pedagogy (Crotty, 1998).
Methodology
Considering high-stakes testing, this study sought to address the following research
questions:
Q1

How do Title I upper elementary ELA teachers explain their pedagogical
decision-making processes?
Q1a

What are the implications of these pedagogical decisions for Title I upper
elementary ELA students?

Q1b

What are the challenges and opportunities created by a Title I upper
elementary teacher’s pedagogical choices?

This research study used a qualitative approach to identify the underlying pedagogical
decision-making of teachers and describe what influenced those processes. Another goal was to
reveal the implications teachers' pedagogical decisions had on students and the challenges and
opportunities these teachers faced. Case-study was the most appropriate approach for this study.
I was aiming to understand the factors that impacted teachers’ pedagogical decision making and
case-study methodology was well suited to address this because it allowed for teachers to discuss
what they considered when making decisions, shared artifacts that reflected the pedagogical
strategies they used, and enabled me to observe the instruction in action (McMillan, 2016).
McMillan (2016) defined a case study as “an in-depth analysis of one or more real-life ‘entities’”
(p. 314). More specifically, I utilized an instrumental case study that had an “in-depth description
and analysis of multiple cases” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 121). Since I hoped to learn the
specific reasons for teacher decision-making and practices in Title I schools, my approach
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portrayed various experiences and perspectives on the issue (Stake, 1995). In my research
questions, I identified the cases described and analyzed in my study: third through fifth grade
ELA classroom teachers in Title I schools with a minimum of three years of classroom
experience. The cases were bounded because they could “be defined or described within certain
parameters” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 97) and in my study, they were bound by their status of
Title I in the Rocky Midwest region; with this, the grade levels, years of teaching experience,
and subject taught were other bounded parameters.
Using virtual interviews was an appropriate method to answer the research questions
because I sought to understand how upper elementary Title I ELA teachers made pedagogical
decisions. The interviews allowed the participants to explain the process they used when
planning lessons. Also, artifact collection was a concrete way for teachers to showcase their tools
in their instruction delivery. By gathering lesson plans, I was able to analyze why teachers made
pedagogical decisions as outlined in the lesson plan they chose. Finally, observations of the four
teachers allowed me an opportunity to watch the instruction in action. Observations were crucial
in understanding how pedagogical decisions translated into practice. Interviews, artifact
collection, and observations were appropriate methods to address the research questions.
Interviews allowed the participants to explain their pedagogical decision process. By collecting
artifacts such as lesson plans and other pedagogical tools, I was able to connect the participants’
explanations with what they planned to do in a lesson. Finally, observations of the actual
instruction tied together how the pedagogical decision-making process and plans were translated
into action. These three methods allowed me to identify implications the participants’
pedagogical decision-making process had on students based on their discussions, written plans,
and observed instruction. Through these methods, I was also able to describe challenges and
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opportunities these teachers faced when making pedagogical decisions. Utilizing interviews,
artifact collection, and observations, I was able to address my research questions.
I did consider other designs but concluded they would not answer the question with the
amount of detail and insight that case study design could. For example, narrative inquiry, which
focuses on human stories, could have been used if I was interested in strictly interviewing my
participants to provide “a deep and rich understanding of a specific phenomenon” (McMillan,
2016, p. 320). However, the observation element was valuable in allowing me to see how the
pedagogical decisions translated to action and follow up with the observation participants to
explain the decisions made. Also, using high-stakes assessments to understand a school’s and
teacher’s pedagogical approaches alone was a quantitative approach to numerically ranking
schools without providing insight into other factors influencing these decisions. Using a
quantitative approach to answer my research question was not appropriate because I was not
seeking to determine if assessments themselves controlled pedagogy; instead, I searched to
understand, open-endedly, what factors played a role. For example, a Likert scale survey would
require participants to answer pre-determined questions on a number scale but would not address
my research questions, which required each participant to explain their pedagogical decisionmaking process.
Also, in the study, I was striving to understand the “why” behind teacher decisionmaking by allowing participants to explain what influenced their pedagogical choices. Given this
was the 2020-2021 school year, assessments might or might not be a factor because of the
ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. Still, this approach allowed participants to explain their
perceptions of what influenced their teaching decisions—an element a quantitative study could
not appropriately address (McMillan, 2016). So, a case study with the utilization of virtual
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interviews, artifact collection, and observations was best situated to address the research
questions of this study.
The research I conducted was necessary because it built on current studies and claimed
that old and new policies impacted pedagogical decisions. Focusing on the upper elementary
grades in which state testing is administered and on ELA content, this research contributed to the
literature on how teachers made pedagogical decisions for a highly tested content area and how
these factors impacted their daily classroom pedagogical choices.
Setting and Context
The COVID-19 pandemic made virtual interviews the best means of data collection for
safety and to meet any policy and legal restrictions. I was in my home office when conducting
the virtual interviews. Initially, participants were asked to participate in the interview at an offsite location and have their artifacts to discuss. However, because of COVID-19 restrictions, I
recognized that teachers might not be able to linger in their classrooms beyond the school day;
so, I asked participants to make a video tour or send images of their physical classroom, send
copies of their lesson plans, and select other items they deemed necessary to them when
implementing an ELA lesson for their students. When providing a video tour or images of the
classroom or other learning space, I requested teachers to include specific areas of their
classroom that highlighted their pedagogy, including showing any spaces they used for anchor
charts, materials they used for teaching lessons, desk organization (limited because of the
pandemic), location for curriculum materials, and any other tools or spaces they deemed
necessary in understanding their pedagogical approaches.
Additionally, I asked participants to send a minimum of three sample lesson plans via
email with attachments of any tools, PowerPoints, or other sources used for the lessons. Finally, I
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conducted ELA lesson observations virtually in real-time without students in view. Using the
observation protocol (see Appendix C), the observations showed how teachers’ pedagogical
decision-making was implemented in their teaching practice.
I chose a Rocky Midwest state because I knew people who met the criteria teaching in
this area and snowball sampling was also possible because of my prior teaching connections with
colleagues. Significantly, using a state in the Rocky Midwest region for this research study could
impact the study in a few ways. First, there was consistency in the state-level pressures teachers
face; if I used teachers from across the country, they might have been facing different pressures
as various jurisdictions responded differently to the pandemic. These differences would have
meant the teachers would have very different kinds of pressures influencing their teaching. For
example, during the data collection, the state announced that third through fifth grade would test
in only one content area. Specifically, third and fifth grades would be assessed in ELA while
fourth grade would only receive the math assessment. Second, using teachers in the Rocky
Midwest could provide insight into how the state and districts within the state impacted
pedagogical decision-making. I selected four Title I teachers for this multiple case study.
The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic essentially framed the context of the 2020-2021
school year. Therefore, this study found participants regularly mentioned the pandemic
circumstances and the impact on life and school functioning. Importantly, I initially set out to use
both Title I and non-Title I teachers. However, due to the pandemic, I could not secure enough
non-Title I sites and participants and had to alter the study to utilize only Title I teachers.
Research Participants
I used criterion sampling because I needed to seek “cases that meet some criterion”
(Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 159), specifically third through fifth grade ELA teachers in Title I
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schools. In addition, since the pandemic complicated the 2020-2021 school year, all participants
had a minimum of three years of teaching experience to draw on past experiences better to frame
their pedagogical decision-making amid a complicated climate. I utilized snowball sampling to
gather four participants. I started by reaching out to teachers I have worked with and asked them
to refer me to other potential participants to email a recruitment request (see Appendix D). I also
posted on social media, such as Facebook, to ask for volunteers to participate in this study.
Yin (2014) recommended not using more than five case studies for case study research
because too many cases diluted the opportunity to identify themes and gain enough detail to
inform the study properly. To maintain confidentiality for all participants, I randomly assigned
each a pseudonym used throughout the coding and data reporting processes. Upon completing
audio-recorded interviews, I utilized a third party to transcribe the interviews. To help analyze
themes, I used the program Dedoose to code the interview transcriptions. Each participant
received compensation for their time by receiving a $25 gift card to a big box chain store.
Upon receiving the permissions necessary from school districts and schools, to gain
teacher consent, I emailed each participant the consent form (see Appendix A). They signed the
document and emailed it back to me. The process for obtaining consent from participants
included the following four disclosures. First, the consent form stated that this study contained
research. Second, participants received the study's procedures including virtual interviews,
artifact collection, and one virtual ELA observation. Third, on the consent form, participants
received my contact information and the research advisor, Dr. Erekson, and the co-research
advisor, Dr. Mahovsky. Fourth, the consent form explained that participation was voluntary and
participants might, at any time, leave the study without any repercussions. Finally, the consent
form reflected the initial goal of the study was to use Title I and non-Title I teachers; however,
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the Institutional Review Board approved the changes to the study without the need to alter the
consent forms. All participants consented to the changes made.
Although confidentiality could not be guaranteed, I made every effort to maintain
confidentiality. All interviews were virtual and participants were requested to partake in these at
an off-site location so they could not be overheard. Confidentiality was maintained using
pseudonyms for the participants. The notes from the interviews and observations were kept in a
password protected One Drive file. In addition, the interview audio recordings, artifacts, and
transcripts were in a password protected One Drive file. Audio recordings were deleted once
transcripts were analyzed. The published results of this study will not contain information that
identifies participants. After transcription, identifying information was removed. All files related
to participant interviews are being held for three years and then deleted. Any paper
documentation is going to be shredded at the three-year mark.
This case study included four Title I ELA teachers who teach in a tested grade-level in
upper elementary grades (three through five) from a state in the Rocky Midwest region. Table
3.1 outlines the participant and school site information. Participants disclosed their years of
teaching experience in the interviews, although the total years teaching did not necessarily reflect
their entire years teaching at a Title I school. Also, participants identified the grade level taught
and their school’s organization. For example, three of the four participants were
departmentalized, which meant they only taught ELA and no other subjects. One participant
taught all subjects. This study took place during the COVID-19 pandemic, which caused
enormous variations in the teaching environment. So, participants were asked about these
variations as some schools were held entirely virtually, others were hybrid (some in-person and
others virtual), and some were all in-person. Finally, the percentage of students at each school
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site qualifying for free and reduced lunch was validated to ensure a Title I status. Data were
collected during the spring semester of 2021. High-stakes assessments were on the minds of
these teachers. However, the state decided only to test ELA or math for each grade level.
Ultimately, third and fifth grades took only the ELA assessment and fourth grade took only the
math assessment. Two participants were involved in the data collection before this decision was
announced and the other two after.

Table 3.1
Participant and School Site Information (with Pseudonyms)
Pseudonym

Years
Teaching

Grade
Level
Taught

Departmentalized or
all subjects

Other descriptors

School Site
Free and
Reduced
Lunch
81.65%

Tina

6

4th

Departmentalized
(ELA)

Teaching online
students in realtime as well as
in-person
students

Olivia

6

3rd

All subjects (ELA
Virtual at time of
observation)

School working
on AVID
classification
ELA instruction
all online

65.57%

Sarah

3

4th

Departmentalized
(reading only no
writing)

Gifted &
Talented Magnet
School

58.24%

Chloe

7

3rd

Departmentalized
(ELA)

ELA instruction
all in person

94.28%
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Below is a brief description of each participant using their pseudonym and focusing on
their experiences as teachers in a Title I school. Each participant is introduced with a quote, in
italics, that encapsulates who they are as teachers and what drives their pedagogical decisionmaking.
Tina
The purpose of ELA is having your own opinions and being able to express those.
Tina is a dedicated fourth grade ELA teacher in her sixth year of teaching. Due to the
pandemic, Tina’s school implemented a hybrid approach—some students attended in-person and
some opted to participate virtually, attending the class in real-time. She was pursuing her
master’s degree and stated that working in Title I schools throughout her career allowed her to
make the most positive student impact while holding her students to a high standard and
motivating them to give their best. Her awareness of each student's unique abilities was
exemplified as she explained her decision-making processes to provide students with chances to
succeed in school.
Olivia
I tell them I don't like the word easy because as much as you say it's easy for you, it
might be really hard for somebody else.
Olivia is a third grade teacher conducting most of her ELA teaching virtually due to the
COVID-19 pandemic. Olivia talked extensively about pedagogical approaches she used to
benefit her students individually by meeting them where they were in their lives and propelling
them to achieve at a higher level through the supports she put in place. As demonstrated in her
opening quote, Olivia also discussed the importance of a growth mindset and respect for each
student's unique abilities and talents. Olivia's pedagogical decision-making discussions indicated
she made these decisions based on a student's abilities as she planned for differentiation and
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engagement. Olivia's school is working toward becoming an Advancement Via Individual
Determination (AVID, n.d.) school. Advancement Via Individual Determination focuses on
helping schools become more equitable; they train teachers to use a student-centered approach
and “close the opportunity gap” in schools (p. 1).
Sarah
I think the engagement piece is huge when it comes to teaching, especially ELA.
Sarah is an energetic fourth grade teacher with a great passion for instilling a love for
ELA in her students using creative and collaborative pedagogy. Sarah discussed her frustration
with barriers to implementing engaging pedagogy she felt passionate about and how she tried to
overcome them. During her interview, Sarah shared that she was leaving her Title I school to
teach at a charter school. She discussed at length the connection she felt to her students and how
she made pedagogical decisions focused on making her students feel engaged and excited about
the ELA content. Sarah teaches reading to all fourth graders at her school including English
Language Learners and those identified as Gifted and Talented. Teaching students with a wide
range of reading abilities and skills has encouraged her to differentiate extensively. Sarah
described the adult support she received from other certified teachers and support staff that
helped and could use them to their fullest potential.
Chloe
Just knowing where kids come from, I just want them to know that teachers are there to
support them...to work with kids that come from unfortunate circumstances.
Chloe is a passionate third grade teacher with a deep connection to the population of
students she teaches based on her own life experiences, even being brought to tears as she
explained why she has chosen to teach at Title I schools. She expressed her hope they would feel
cared for, learn to believe in themselves, and make a wonderful life for themselves. During the
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pandemic, Chloe only taught in-person third grade ELA students at her school. Other staff
members were assigned to teach only virtual students in their grade level so there was no hybrid
teaching on this school site. She taught six years in fifth grade before transitioning to third grade
and discussed her pedagogical decision-making experiences in both fifth and third grades.
Data Collection Methods
To build the study's trustworthiness, I used three methods for collecting data: interviews,
artifact collection, and observations. Once I received University of Northern Colorado
Institutional Review Board approval (see Appendix E), I contacted the district and school-level
administrators and participants recruited. Upon agreement, they were emailed the consent form
to sign and email back to me (see Appendix A). These measures ensured participants understood
the study’s purpose and their roles and rights. The interviews occurred during the Spring 2021
semester, specifically March through May of 2021. Before the virtual interviews, participants
received the following definition of pedagogy: “how content knowledge is taught” (Au, 2009, p.
117) by understanding the way the teacher chooses to transmit the content to the students
(McEwan & Bull, 1991). This aligned with constructivist learning theory because the teachers,
through interviews, explained how they constructed their lessons and provided learning
opportunities for their students.
For this study, pedagogy encompassed the learning activities a teacher selected and the
ways they implemented these activities. This definition of pedagogy and its explanation were
included in the consent form and defined again before starting the interview to make participants
understood the meaning of pedagogical decisions. For example, I informed participants
pedagogical decision-making included the instructional techniques they used to teach the content
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(direct instruction, small group, cooperative learning, etc.) and the tools they used to teach ELA
(PowerPoints, anchor charts, passages, manipulatives, etc.).
With the teachers’ understanding of pedagogy and clarifying what pedagogy is with
examples, I asked participants to prepare artifacts that highlighted their pedagogical approaches
in their ELA classrooms. Artifacts included a minimum of three written lesson plans, video tours
or images of the classroom or other learning space, and other photos that participants emailed to
me. Providing participants some preparation work ahead of time helped reduce their anxiety to
be interviewed and allowed them to feel prepared to discuss pedagogy in more depth than if they
were coming into it without any preparation.
Interviews
In this study, I utilized virtual conference calls to conduct all interviews with participants.
The participants participated in the interview from an off-site location. Virtual interviews were
one-on-one and semi-structured (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016), meaning I came with guiding
questions but allowed room to probe further into interesting statements the participants might
make. Each virtual interview took 60-90 minutes. No interviews exceeded the maximum
interview length. All interviews were audio-recorded through the computer as well as on a
separate recording tool as a backup. The audio files are being stored in a password protected One
Drive file to ensure they are safe; after data analysis, all audio recordings were deleted. A
professional transcriptionist also transcribed these interviews. As with the audio recordings, the
transcriptions were saved in a password-protected One Drive e-file and deleted three years after
the study has been completed.
These semi-structured interviews were “guided by a list of questions or issues to be
explored” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p.110) that will dig deeper into the research questions
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above (see Appendix B for potential interview questions). Using a semi-structured approach to
the interviews will allow me to “respond to the situation at hand, to the emerging worldview of
the respondent, and to new ideas on the topic” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 111). The freedom
to delve deeper into the participants’ responses allowed for a more authentic conversation and a
better understanding of their pedagogical decisions.
Artifact Collection
Although I could not meet with participants face-to-face, I requested they send me
attachments and pictures of artifacts through email. Thus, I had them readily available during the
interviews. I asked for each participant to record a video tour of their physical classroom or send
images to show any spaces they used for anchor charts, materials they used for teaching lessons,
desk organization (limited because of the pandemic), location for curriculum materials, and any
other tools or spaces they deemed essential in understanding their pedagogical approaches.
Additionally, I asked participants to send a minimum of three sample lesson plans via email
along with attachments of any tools, PowerPoints, or other sources used for the lessons they sent.
All artifacts were saved electronically in a password protected One Drive file to ensure they
remained confidential. Artifacts are the “physical objects found within the study setting”
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 146). Further, participants provided artifacts such as written lesson
plans, books, manipulatives, and other physical objects they deemed essential in understanding
their pedagogical decisions.
Observations
I could not conduct in-person observations during data collection because of the COVID19 pandemic, resulting in strict school visitor policies. The schools taking place in-person or with
an in-person option were adhering to social distancing guidelines including separated desks,
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mask mandates within the classroom, and policies restricting student interaction. All the schools
studied had an in-person option; however, one participant taught the online-only students for her
third grade level. After the initial interview, I observed all four classrooms to watch one
complete ELA lesson virtually in real-time. Importantly, students were not on the video during
these observations and only the teacher was in view. In addition, these teachers participated in a
second virtual interview lasting 15-30 minutes to follow up on the observation. Through these
virtual observations, I understood better how the interview responses translated to classroom
practice. Virtually observing the teacher implementing pedagogical approaches was an
enlightening experience. During these virtual observations, I used an observation checklist (see
Appendix C) to align the observations that I conducted. Again, the observation checklist and
notes were stored in a password-protected One Drive e-file and will be deleted three years after
completing this study. Using this observation protocol ensured I focused on common themes in
each classroom.
Data Analysis
An interpretive theoretical lens guided the approach to analyzing the data of this study
and I turned the data into an explanation of the research questions. This lens explains that the
way people speak about their experiences and perceptions determines their reality (Crotty, 1998).
The utilization of interviews in this study allowed the language participants used to describe their
experience and deepened the understanding of how teachers perceived their pedagogical
decision-making. Interviews were collected through voice recording tools and transcribed
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). A paid professional transcriptionist created transcriptions.
I used causation coding because it was a way to discern “motives, belief systems,
worldviews, processes, recent histories, interrelationships, and the complexity of influences and
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effects on human actions” (Saldana, 2016, p. 292). This approach was appropriate because the
interview transcriptions identified participants’ motives and processes as they discussed their
pedagogical decision-making for ELA instruction in Title I schools. Initially, I went through the
transcripts with a highlighter on my own to look for repeating words, meanings, and other
similarities as I made notes in the margins. After completing this process, I utilized the Dedoose
program to help code the transcripts to verify additional themes present in the transcripts.
I started by coding the virtual interviews before I conducted the observations. Through
coding, the themes began to emerge. As a solo researcher, I used member checking to validate
the study's findings. Therefore, I consulted the participants as I went through the data analysis
process. “Documents are ‘special products’ that must be examined critically because they reflect
the interests and perspectives of their authors” (Saldana, 2016, p. 61), and I critically analyzed
the artifacts collected throughout the case study. These artifacts provided significant insight into
the techniques teachers used when teaching ELA. All documents will be stored in a passwordprotected One Drive file for three years. Hard copies were kept in a locked drawer in the
researcher’s office. All data will be deleted three years after the completion of the study.
I utilized three rounds of coding; the results of those coding methods are reviewed in
depth in Chapter IV. Round 1 I did by hand utilizing In Vivo coding where “a code refers to a
word or short phrase from the actual language found in the qualitative data record” (Saldana,
2016, p. 105). Round 1 resulted in 33 codes, which were narrowed down. For Round 2 of coding,
I used axial coding to help me identify the more “dominant” codes from the data (Saldana, 2016,
p. 244). In the third and final round of coding, I used axial coding again to further narrow down
the codes I had identified. Ultimately, I was able to identify five themes with subthemes utilizing
these coding processes.
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Trustworthiness
In qualitative studies, it is crucial to take the necessary steps to ensure rigor and
trustworthiness. Rigor is the research quality used to help establish the study’s trustworthiness.
Trustworthiness is the “quality or goodness of qualitative inquiry” (Schwandt, 2001, p. 258). I
made sure the research was credible, dependable, and confirmable using several methods to
develop trustworthiness.
Member Checking
The member checking process allowed my study participants to provide feedback on the
findings (Schwandt, 2001). This step in the research ensured credibility because I checked that
the participants’ views of their answers and my reconstruction of those views were parallel
(Schwandt, 2001). This process also built credibility in making sure the interpretations of what
was said were accurate. Throughout the interview, I summarized the main points that allowed
participants to immediately correct any conclusions drawn from their answers and further
explain. Also, during the data analysis process, I sent participants a summary of findings that
allowed them to communicate if they felt they were accurately represented (Glesne, 2016).
Triangulation
I used more than one data source to allow for triangulation. This method built the study’s
dependability by using multiple methods to ensure the process used was “logical, traceable, and
documented” (Schwandt, 2001, p. 258). These data sources included four participants,
interviews, artifact collection, and hopefully four ELA lesson observations. Specifically, the use
of observations helped substantiate the responses given by participants during the interviews.
Using observations was necessary because frequently, the verbal answers to questions did not
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translate to actual practice. In addition, using these data sources to strengthen trustworthiness
allowed me to examine the findings from more than one perspective (Schwandt, 2001).
Reflexivity
Bias is a “type of error that occurs because of the background, expectations, or frame of
reference of the observer” (McMillan, 2016, p. 194). Reflexivity allowed for dependability to be
established because I documented the process in detail. Some steps I took to avoid bias included
stopping during the coding process to reflect on what interested me in this topic and thought
about how I might be projecting my beliefs into the coding process (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p.
208). This process of monitoring my personal biases throughout the study, the reflexivity
process, was an important step in developing trustworthiness.
Using an interpretivist lens, I acknowledged that everyone is biased or participants
brought their own perspectives to the study. In qualitative research, these participant
understandings of an event, in this case their explanations of how they made pedagogical
decisions in their ELA classrooms, were going to be different based on their own perceptions,
experiences, and personal biases. However, in qualitative research, participant bias is assumed
and addressed through utilizing multiple forms of data collection. In this study, I utilized three
forms of data collection to account for participant bias: artifact collection, interviews, and
observations.
Thick Description
Thick descriptions built trustworthiness in my study by establishing confirmability that
the interpretations made represented the actual data. I consistently employed thick description by
providing a “detailed description of the findings with adequate evidence presented in the form of
quotes from participant interviews” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 257). Thick descriptions allow
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the reader to determine if the participants' experiences could be transferred to their setting and
experiences. A thick description that focuses on the participants’ words to choose themes helped
establish confirmability while also increasing the rigor of the research study. Using thick
description is appropriate to build trustworthiness in a qualitative case study because “the
emphasis is on description of things that readers ordinarily pay attention to, particularly places,
events, and people, not only commonplace description but ‘thick description’, the interpretations
of the people most knowledgeable about the case” (Stake, 1995, p. 102). Stake (1995) went on to
explain that thick description in case study research is valuable because “’thick description,’
‘experiential understanding,’ and ‘multiple realities’ are expected in qualitative case studies” (p.
43).
Bridling
Bridling is the “restraining of one’s pre-understanding in the form of personal beliefs,
theories, and other assumptions that otherwise would mislead the understanding of the meaning
and thus limit the research options” (Dahlberg et al., 2008, pp. 129-130). Using this method to
build dependability, I continued to understand personal beliefs and be transparent about those.
Unlike bracketing, in which the researcher completely separates oneself from the study, bridling
allowed me to focus on my participant’s meanings while also understanding my perceptions of
the topic. In addition, bridling allowed me to document my thoughts and know how they fit into
the study, which allowed me to build a reflection piece into the reporting of data.
Transferability
Although qualitative research studies are not always transferable to all settings, using
various upper elementary ELA teachers from Title I schools in a state located in the Rocky
Midwest, this study might transfer to other schools that meet the same criteria. In addition, by
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validating interviews through audio recordings and keeping a detailed audit trail throughout the
study by taking notes during and after interviews, the reader can determine if this study would be
transferable to their unique setting.
Summary
With a constructivist theoretical framework guiding this study, I sought to understand
how upper elementary Title I ELA teachers perceived their decision-making, their implications
on the students, and the challenges and opportunities these decisions created. Using a case study
design to address the research questions of this study, four Title I ELA upper elementary teachers
located in schools in a state in the Rocky Mountain Midwest participated in interviews, artifact
collection, and lesson observations. A paid transcription service transcribed interviews and
Dedoose, a data analysis program, was used in conjunction with my data coding processes to
search for themes that arose from these interviews, artifact collection, and observations.
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CHAPTER IV
RESULTS
In collecting data from Title I schools, participant recruitment proved more challenging
than anticipated. The COVID-19 pandemic caused many school districts to be cautious of inperson research. As a result, the first participant recruited was through an existing relationship.
Although purposeful snowball sampling was intended for the study, the initial participant could
not identify other willing participants so emails were sent to known Title I upper elementary
teachers; three expressed interest in participating. Table 3.1 included participant information,
with their pseudonyms, and whether the teacher taught only ELA or all subjects as this might
influence pedagogy. Other school site information helped contextualize the findings.
The goal of this research was to (a) determine the factors that influenced teachers’
pedagogical decisions when planning ELA instruction, (b) describe the implications of
pedagogical decisions for the Title I upper elementary students, and (c) identify the challenges
and opportunities of Title I upper elementary teachers’ pedagogical choices.
Through thematic analysis, I identified codes and themes within the data. I used various
coding strategies for each round: in vivo coding was used for Round 1 of coding. Saldana (2016)
explained that this coding method is “appropriate for virtually all qualitative studies” (p. 106)
and specified in vivo coding is beneficial for “studies that prioritize and honor the participant’s
voice” (p. 106), which were emphasized in this case study. Axial coding was used for Round 2,
and then again in Round 3 to determine final themes. Axial coding is beneficial in being able to
“to determine which [codes] in the research are the dominant ones and which are the less
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important ones” (Boejie, as cited in Saldana, 2016, p. 244). Using axial coding for Rounds 2 and
3 enabled me to create categories and subcategories from the data (Saldana, 2016). Dedoose was
used in the third round to help organize the data and quotations as I identified emerging themes.
The purpose of this study was to understand how teachers explained their pedagogical decisionmaking so these data analysis methods, which were suitable for analyzing transcripts, aligned
(Saldana, 2016).
Participants are directly quoted in this chapter to substantiate the themes and subthemes I
identified to maintain the study’s trustworthiness. However, to maintain confidentiality, the
researcher redacted words from quotes that identified participants and sites. In these instances,
square brackets indicate omitted names [school name] and ellipses (…) denote omitted words or
phrases. Also, filler words ("um", "uh" and laughter, for example) were omitted to improve
readability.
Data Analysis
In this section, I explain the coding methods I used when analyzing the interview
transcripts and observation data I obtained during the data collection phase of the research. The
data analysis for the study is included in the results section because it happened after data
collection; therefore, explaining how I got the final themes I did is part of the study results. For
the data analysis, I used an interpretive theoretical lens and turned the data into an explanation of
the research questions. This lens explained the way people speak about their experiences and
perceptions determined their reality (Crotty, 1998). Furthermore, to increase the trustworthiness
of the findings, I utilized triangulation by collecting three forms of data including interviews,
observations, and artifact collection.
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Interviews allowed the actual words participants used to describe their experiences to
deepen the understanding of how teachers perceived their pedagogical intentions. Interviews
were collected through voice recording tools and transcribed by a paid professional
transcriptionist (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Observations were another source of data collection used for this case study. By using an
observation protocol, I was able to keep a “good record of events to provide relatively
incontestable description for further analysis and ultimate reporting” (Stake, 1995, p. 62). During
the lesson observations, I took detailed notes including direct quotations. Due to the ongoing
pandemic, the observations had to be virtual. This limited my ability to see students' responses to
the instruction, the entire classroom set up at the time of the observations, and, at times, the
teacher was out of view. Despite these obstacles, by keeping detailed notes of what I was hearing
and seeing, I was able to keep an accurate account of the events unfolding in the classrooms.
When analyzing the lesson plans and artifacts teachers sent to me via email, I kept in
mind that these artifacts carried meaning and value that reflected realities the teachers might or
might not be aware of (Saldana, 2016). In this case, the classroom “environments we establish
for ourselves may also embody who we are” (Saldana, 2016, p. 61). Before, during, and after the
interviews and observations, the artifacts collected filled in data gaps as they reflected the reality
of how these teachers presented the material, the supports they provided their students, and how
the participants organized themselves to incorporate the strategies they highlighted in their
pedagogical decision-making processes. These artifacts are included throughout the themes to
support the findings.
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Interview Data Analysis
For interview data analysis, I chose methods that aligned with the research question. For
my data, I used causation coding because it allowed me to discern "motives, belief systems,
worldviews, processes, recent histories, interrelationships, and the complexity of influences and
effects on human actions” (Saldana, 2016, p. 292). My research question explored how
participants explained and perceived their pedagogical decision-making processes so this
approach to data analysis was aligned. In addition, this approach to coding was appropriate to
this study as the interview transcriptions identified participant intentions, motives, and processes
as they discussed their pedagogical decision-making for ELA Title I instruction. All transcripts
were uploaded into the Dedoose platform and analyzed digitally as I highlighted and assigned
codes. The Dedoose program was utilized for Rounds 2 and 3 of coding.
In the first round of coding, which I did by hand, I used in vivo coding. Saldana (2016)
explained, “A code refers to a word or short phrase from the actual language found in the
qualitative data record” (p. 105). Using in vivo coding for the first round, I identified many
repeated words and labels of artifacts provided by the participants, which led to an abundance of
codes—33 in all. However, these words often overlapped and were combined into broader
categories.
I then went into the second round of coding. The Dedoose platform facilitated
categorizing the data into broader themes. Dedoose is an application that allowed me to upload
all four participant transcripts, highlight quotes, and apply themes to those I had named. It further
allowed me to organize my interview data in one place and analyze it using the codes I
identified. To introduce the themes, I included a brief explanation of their significance from the
coding process. So, for this round, axial coding served to “determine which [codes] in the
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research are the dominant ones and which are the less important ones… [and to] reorganize the
data set” (Boeije. as cited in Saldana, 2016, p. 244). Axial coding was the best fit for this second
coding round as I needed to group similar codes and begin relabeling them into broader
categories. So, I began consolidating the codes for the second coding round as I went back
through the transcripts. Axial coding allowed the connection of the categories and subcategories
identified (Saldana, 2016); then, the codes were narrowed from 33 to 16. Table 4.1 shows the
codes from Round 1 and consolidated them into 16 codes using axial coding in Round 2 of data
analysis.
However, the second round of coding left overlapping codes that could be better
organized. So, Axial Coding was utilized again on the 16 codes to categorize further and connect
the codes that were left. In doing so, I was able to identify five themes with subthemes from the
data set. For each code, there was a minimum of three quotations or artifacts that supported the
finding. Then, the multiple categories were able to be condensed into more concise themes and
subthemes. Given this was a qualitative case study, the themes were supported by artifacts,
which are in the appendices, interview quotations, and notes from the observations that took
place. These are the ways I substantiated the themes in this qualitative case study.
Table 4.2 shows the relationships and ultimately narrows down the initial extensive list of
33 codes to five themes with subthemes. Through the process, it became clear the categories had
an element of overlapping. Saldana (2016) explained that the interrelationship among themes
would connect. This was consistent among all four participants as categories shared features
because the processes of pedagogical decision-making were intertwined and interconnected.
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Table 4.1
Codes for Round 1 and Round 2 of Data Analysis
Identified Codes During First Two Rounds of Analysis
Coding Round 1
Coding Round 2
-ELA as a life skill
-Curriculum limiting pedagogy
-ELA to support other subjects
-Curriculum as a guide
-ELA to expand background knowledge
-Administration limiting pedagogy
-Administration is not supportive
-Administration support in varying pedagogy
-Administration supportive
-High-Stakes Assessments
-Administration flexible
-Backwards Planning
-Administration approachable
-Data-Driven
-Fidelity to curriculum
-Access to technology
-Supplementing curriculum
-Resources (online)
-Access to outside ELA resources
-Collaboration
-Teachers Pay Teachers
-Discussions
-Newsela
-Extra classroom support
-Read Works
-Assessment Pedagogy
-Technology
-Engaging Students
-Adult support in the classroom
-Visual Supports
-Small groups
-Differentiation
-Pull out
-Differentiation
-Assessment
-Data-Driven
-Standard-based
-Backwards planning
-Collaboration
-Debates
-Discussion
-Projects
-Kagan
-Vocabulary
-Anchor charts
-Questioning
-Sentence stems
-Student relationships
-Student interest
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Table 4.2
Themes and Subthemes That Emerged During Round 3 of Data Analysis

Themes
Curriculum

Final Themes and Subthemes
Subthemes
Pedagogical Constraint
Pedagogical Deviation

Administrative Expectations

Pedagogical Concealment
Pedagogical Trust

Targets

Backwards Planning
Assessment Pedagogy
Data-Driven

Engagement

Technology
Collaboration
Discussions

Supportive Instructional Strategies

Gradual Release
Differentiation
Visual Supports

Figure 1 shows the occurrence of themes as a whole and among participants. Notably, the
codes within the transcript were deliberately coded to match the sub-themes with the main theme
as the “header.” Once the final themes were identified, all four participants received an email
with a list of the themes. Two participants provided feedback. Figure 1 shows the final themes
and subthemes identified from the data analysis processes explained above. Next, using thick
description and reference to the observation artifacts, the themes and subthemes are presented.
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Figure 4.1
Dedoose Table of Interview Code Instances per Final Theme

Two of the five themes that emerged from the data analysis process were substantiated
through interview quotations alone. They appeared frequently and some participants mentioned
these themes with such emphasis I could not leave them out. Also, these themes could not be
corroborated from observations and artifact collection because they were not observable in a
classroom setting. For the theme Administration Expectations, I was unable to observe since I
could not speak to the administration to collect data or sit in on team meetings. However, the
frequency administration was mentioned in interviews substantiated this as a theme. The theme
Targets was another theme supported through interviews. My approval for the study did not
include access to student data and given I was unable to see the classroom, I did not note any
displays of data collection. Although I did not observe or gather artifacts to see the weight of the
Targets theme in the schools and classrooms included in my study, the frequency at which these
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participants discussed this theme led me to have it in the findings with the support of quotations
from participants.
In determining the correlation of the themes to the data, Dedoose created a table for the
number of data instances for each theme—these instances were derived from the interviews.
Figure 4.1 showed the final five themes and their subthemes with the instances that occurred in
the interviews.
After the third round of data analysis, the final themes and subthemes thoroughly
represented the data. At this point, these themes were sent out for member checking by all four
participants. Three participants responded to the themes. Olivia responded, saying, “I like the
way you linked several of your points with examples from all the participants. It is very
cohesive.” Also, Chloe responded by saying, “These themes look great.” Tina replied, “It looks
great to me!” I sent another follow-up email to the participant to ensure she received the
findings. Sarah, who left the school she was teaching at during the study, did not reply.
Observation Data Analysis
When coding the observation protocols across the four participants, I sought “patterns,
for consistency, for consistency within certain conditions, which we call ‘correspondence’”
(Stake, 1995, p. 78). I noted patterns for an individual participant, then cross-compared findings
from the observations, and identified those themes occurring most frequently and across at least
two participants. With this, the observation findings supported several of the themes identified
through the interview analysis.
Artifact Data Analysis
My participants' artifacts included lesson plans, presentations, classroom set up photos,
graphic organizers, and anchor charts. These documents “must be examined critically because
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they reflect the interests and perspectives of their authors” (Saldana, 2016, p. 61). For this
analysis, I used preestablished codes from the interview transcription and observation protocol
analyses. Then, I examined the artifacts for new codes and themes that could be revealed. For
each participant, I tallied the frequency of each code and then cross-compared them to determine
importance. I looked for codes that occurred across at least two participants.
The following is a discussion of the five themes that emerged during the data analysis
process. This qualitative case study substantiated the themes by utilizing triangulation from
artifacts, participant quotations, and observation data.
Theme 1: Curriculum
We're being taught how to follow a curriculum and how to make the curriculum that was
given the best it can be with instructional strategies, engagement strategies, and things
like that. (Tina, fourth grade)
This theme encompassed the challenges and benefits of working in a Title I school with a
mandated ELA curriculum. All four participants explained how the formal curriculum influenced
their pedagogical decision-making processes. As shown in Figure 4.1, a screenshot from the
Dedoose platform I used for data analysis, all four participants mentioned both sub-themes under
this theme. Participants discussed the unique challenges they faced when making pedagogical
decisions for ELA when they felt bound to enact formal curriculum others had selected. Once
those quotes were coded, I then went through and determined if the participants’ quotes were
referring to how the curriculum presented challenges in producing “pedagogical constraint” or if
the participants’ explanations were about their own “pedagogical deviation” from the curriculum
they were provided. To further support this theme, I observed and noted the use of the directed
curriculum. Interestingly, I observed two participants using the curriculum and two not. Also, by
reviewing the artifacts, I was able to determine the use of the school’s prescribed curriculum in
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the participants’ classrooms, which accurately reflected the interview discussions. Therefore,
Curriculum stood out as an important piece of the participants’ pedagogical decision-making
processes.
With this, I identified two subthemes on how the curriculum itself impacted their
pedagogical decision-making. The first subtheme was Pedagogical Constraint, wherein the
participants indicated they felt their pedagogy should not stray too far from the preselected
pedagogical approaches outlined in their respective curriculum. The second subtheme was
Pedagogical Deviation, wherein the teachers felt they should deviate from the curriculum’s
recommended procedures. I found these subthemes as I then marked the quotations that were
about Curriculum as either Pedagogical Constraint or Pedagogical Deviation as they related to
the formal curriculum the teachers were provided. Further, in the lessons I observed, I noted
when the curriculum was not being followed.
Subtheme: Pedagogical Constraint
Participants discussed pedagogical decision-making in the context of what they felt they
were not allowed to do. In this study, the term pedagogical constraint referred to the limitations
put on upper elementary Title I ELA teachers to select pedagogical approaches they felt were
best for their students and themselves as educators because of their school leadership's
parameters on their teaching and the requirement to follow an imposed curriculum. Olivia
highlighted how the curriculum could limit her pedagogical decisions. She explained it was
“difficult for us to do anything cross-curricular…with what we're doing in science or…social
studies…when we didn't have a set curriculum that I would try to do that.” So, Olivia pointed out
that a set curriculum did not allow her the freedom or flexibility to make pedagogical decisions
to tie other content into ELA. Though she was constrained to using the pedagogical approaches
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outlined in her curriculum Wonders, she did not seem to mind having this constraint on her.
During Olivia’s observation, she stuck to her Wonders curriculum (see Appendix F). Tina, who
later discussed her freedoms with pedagogical approaches, also noted her school had a rigid
curriculum: “We have a stricter curriculum now that they're like, ‘You need to follow this pretty
much to the T.’” Tina’s discussion about following the curriculum was also evidenced during the
observation where she was using the curriculum materials her school required (see Appendix G).
Tina’s lesson plans also highlighted that she utilized her prescribed curriculum regularly as she
referred to the modules (see Appendices H, I, and J).
Chloe again reiterated this sentiment that the curriculum could place limitations on
pedagogy:
I think there [were] parameters put upon me…I still was supposed to be using the Wit
and Wisdom curriculum. And when I asked if I could not use the curriculum, I was told,
‘no, let's still keep it to 40 minutes a day.’
During the observation of Chloe’s lesson (see Appendix K), she did not use the curriculum Wit
and Wisdom. Instead, she was using a PowerPoint that was not tied to the curriculum to practice
main idea with her class.
This subtheme encapsulated one role curriculum played in pedagogical decision-making
in limiting a teacher’s flexibility (Nichols & Berliner, 2008).
Subtheme: Pedagogical Deviation
This subtheme consisted of how teachers made pedagogical decisions that supplemented
the prescribed curriculum at their school site. The need to make pedagogical decisions about the
methods used to enhance the curriculum to meet student needs became evident through the
discussions and observations. However, throughout these discussions, the challenges and
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opportunities of these decisions were also apparent. Although the curriculum described by
participants should be able to stand alone in the classroom, the participants discussed how they
made pedagogical decisions to supplement it using other methods and activities they felt would
be more effective. For example, Chloe discussed how her knowledge of her students’
experiences was a driving force in selecting teaching methods not provided by the curriculum to
build their background knowledge as illustrated in one unit of her Wit & Wisdom curriculum
about oceans: “And with my student demographics, many of them have never traveled outside of
the city or their neighborhood. So for them to understand what the ocean was like…I had to
bring in a lot of pictures and videos and show them…” Chloe’s awareness of her students’ needs
and finding ways to supplement the curriculum to build background knowledge indicated how
teachers made pedagogical decisions for their Title I students. This supplementation attempted to
enable their students to progress in subsequent units without being left behind by a lack of
experience. During Chloe’s observation (see Appendix K), she was seen deviating from the Wit
& Wisdom curriculum. Instead, she was working on a standards-based main idea lesson with her
below-grade level group. She used short passages pulled from the curriculum to have her
students practice determining the main idea and details. Also, Chloe’s sample lesson plan
demonstrates she is not using the curriculum during her ELA lessons (see Appendix L). Instead,
she identified the standard she was teaching and used her own materials, not curriculum
materials, to teach the standard to her classes.
Although she was not supposed to deviate from the curriculum, she made a pedagogical
decision to pull in other methods of teaching the standard that went away from her school’s
chosen curriculum. Sarah also explained she deviated from her school’s curriculum: “So after the
first year [following the curriculum], we realized, okay, we're going to just pick and choose what
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we want to use and then go off with that.” During Sarah’s observation (see Appendix M), she
was not observed using the curriculum. However, her lesson plan (see Appendix N)
demonstrated she typically used the curriculum in some capacity. Although I did not see a lesson
that demonstrated this selection of what Sarah wanted to use and omit, her discussions in the
process she used to make these choices were focused on the objective, standard, and time
available. Sarah described making decisions based on what students needed and omitting the
pieces that were too easy or hard for each of her leveled groups. Sarah stated, “And then one of
my higher classes, I will also use the novel. But my two lower classes, I have to find different
resources.” Sarah’s quote explained her belief that outside resources were required because the
Wit & Wisdom curriculum did not meet the needs of her diverse students.
Tina, who supplemented her curriculum, explained she did this to try another approach
for teaching “the standards that maybe aren't getting mastered as well as some of the others.” She
also posted the relevant vocabulary around the room to support her students (see Appendix O).
Tina went on to explain that although she supplemented it, the curriculum was still her guide in
teaching ELA: “I need to follow the curriculum…even though I change the lessons within the
curriculum to meet the students' needs, I'm still following the curriculum.” Thus, Tina found a
balance between following the directed Wit & Wisdom curriculum and supplementing it with
outside activities and materials; she deviated to provide what she had determined students
needed to progress in ELA. Out of the four participants, Olivia indicated she stuck to the
curriculum most rigidly and discussed the need to supplement or stray from the Wonders
curriculum. Olivia explained the writing portion of the ELA curriculum was lacking so she
supplemented it with other materials and methods to increase the rigor for writing as “some of
the prompts that they (the Wonders curriculum) used were that for third grade, they weren't
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complex enough to prepare the kids for what they needed to do [on the state high-stakes
assessment].” She indicated it was common for her peers to also supplement in this way. Olivia’s
discussion revealed her requirement for pulling resources that provided students with better
quality materials to prepare them for writing to do well on the high-stakes assessment. In this
case, she was making pedagogical decisions based on other methods of teaching writing that did
not align with the Wonders curriculum. This awareness of how to make pedagogical decisions
was explained through her willingness to take the opportunity to stray from the curriculum to
find other activities that would help her students build their writing skills. During Olivia’s
observation, she was seen using the curriculum throughout the entire lesson (see Appendix F).
This additional evidence from the participants informed the first research question that
teachers explained their pedagogical decision-making process concerning the curriculum
provided and supplementing with other resources. However, this also answered the Research
Question 1a:
What are the challenges and opportunities of a Title I upper elementary teacher’s
pedagogical choices?
Throughout this subtheme, the opportunities to pull from other sources and utilize
different methods to teach ELA than what was outlined in a given curriculum provided these
Title I ELA teachers opportunities to respond to the uniqueness of their students’ needs.
Theme 2: Administrative Expectations
It's just she's [the principal] very strict and stern. If she comes into your classroom and it's
not quiet and if they're not focused- She's very old school in that way. (Sarah, fourth
grade)
This theme encompassed the teachers’ experiences with their administration and was
rooted in the interviews with participants. All four participants discussed their administration’s
impact on their pedagogical decision-making. However, this theme was not observable as I did
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not have the permissions to talk to the administrators or sit in on meetings where they discussed
expectations. It also did not lend itself to the collection of artifacts since the participants'
discussions with their administrators were not recorded. However, the frequency with which
participants discussed their administration in interviews substantiated this theme as being vital in
understanding pedagogical decision-making. Figure 4.1 showed that all four participants
discussed administration as influencing their pedagogical decision-making. However,
participants were divided between their administration trusting their choices or having to conceal
some of their classroom activities.
This theme tied into the previous theme regarding how the administration expected the
formal curriculum to be enacted at their respective school. However, it was different in how the
participants described their interactions with their administration and sometimes navigated
differing opinions on pedagogical decisions. This theme was illuminating as two subthemes
seemed to conflict with one another but they presented themselves throughout the interviews.
The first subtheme was Pedagogical Concealment, wherein teachers felt they needed to hide
what they were doing from their administration or not ask for permission. The second subtheme
was Pedagogical Trust, wherein participants thought their overall administration trusted them
and gave them the freedom to select methods and activities they felt were best.
Subtheme: Pedagogical Concealment
This subtheme was revealed as teachers discussed feeling their pedagogical approaches
were not supported by their administration. However, even in those circumstances, teachers
thought it would help their students so they would go ahead and do it anyway, hoping they would
not get caught or, if they did, not get into trouble. Chloe provided a few examples of pedagogical
concealment. Chloe, who wanted to stray from the curriculum provided, related, “When I asked
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if I could not use the curriculum, I was told, no, let's still keep it to 40 minutes a day. But
once…in my classroom…I actually ended up still doing what I was proposing. And I didn't get
in trouble.” This quote explained how the autonomy Chloe experienced in the classroom was
from just implementing her plans without permission. Chloe also described her plans for more
intervention and the small group once state testing had finished despite being denied by the
administration. In discussing this concealment, Chloe explained, “This is their intervention
because I'm preparing them for the next grade. I'm hoping there won't be so much pushback, but
we'll see.” The above quote demonstrated Chloe’s level of assurance that her approaches best
prepared her students despite the administration’s lack of support. Sarah also discussed this need
to conceal her pedagogical approaches because her beliefs disagreed with those of her
administration: “I kind of do a lot like hidden...the district is a lot of test, test, test. So I don't feel
as much support when I want to do more hands-on or do more Science.” As this quote shows,
Sarah made pedagogical decisions based on what she believed was best for her students and
aligned with her beliefs. So, there was a possibility her administration would find out and not be
happy with her but she decided to do it anyway. Sarah gave an example of being caught when
the principal walked in with a district-level visitor and “she ripped me a new one!” Although
being reprimanded was a repercussion for executing this decision, Sarah felt it was a positive
activity that engaged her students.
This subtheme answered the main research question in that participants explained their
pedagogical decision-making processes concerning what they knew their administration would
and would not support. However, that awareness did not stop them from using ELA teaching
methods and activities they felt were best. Thus, this subtheme also answered both sub-questions.
First, teachers thought they needed to conceal their pedagogical approaches results with
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implications for their students as teachers were not supported in their practices. As a result,
students were receiving instruction their teachers felt was best but without building support.
Also, feeling the need to conceal their approaches resulted in teacher challenges as they tried to
meet their students’ needs while balancing their administration’s expectations.
This subtheme of pedagogical concealment was at odds with the next subtheme of
Pedagogical Trust. Although participants did not always feel supported in employing different
pedagogical approaches, they also reported they sometimes had freedom from their
administration to do what they thought was best for their students.
Subtheme: Pedagogical Trust
This next subtheme within Administrative Expectations pertained to how participants
discussed the trust and support they felt from their administration when making pedagogical
decisions. Although Chloe mentioned earlier that she asked for permission to make changes and
was denied, she also thought her administration was more flexible in some circumstances. She
took into consideration what they would approve of when making these pedagogical choices. In
making pedagogical decisions, the teachers discussed their administrations’ effect on how they
decided to present the content to their students. The support and flexibility of the school
administrators played a role in the pedagogy teachers implemented. This theme became apparent
as all four participants described their administration—whether the administration directly
supported teachers or allowed them the freedom to make curricular and pedagogical decisions.
Chloe discussed administration allowing her to bring in different materials and methods;
in fact, she indicated administration provided access to various resources and knowledgeable
staff that could advise them to supplement lessons: “I do feel like I am supported in knowing
where I can find (supplemental) materials because we have [...] a whole bunch of materials.”
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Tina emphasized that her administration was flexible in pedagogical approaches: “Once you
prove yourself in your building at least…” Because she was a more experienced teacher, Tina
said, “My principal…has complete faith in the decisions that I'm making. She might ask me why
I made that decision but normally if I can give a clear explanation, she's like, ‘Go for it.’” Tina
explained that data played a role in how much freedom a teacher got to make pedagogical
decisions. Her principal generally gave teachers a lot of trust and then adjusted the autonomy
level based on the data. One data point Tina discussed was Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early
Literacy Skills (DIBELS, n.d.), which is “a set of procedures and measures for assessing the
acquisition of literacy skills” (para. 1). This research-based program uses short subtests to create
composite scores and help predict reading development aligned with the Common Core State
Standards for Reading. Tina explained, “Your data is a huge part. We have our DIBELS Progress
Monitoring…and then of course from state assessments from previous years.” The focus on data
is discussed more in another theme but this demonstrated that administration freedom for
teachers came with an element of trust built in large part on prior successes as measured by
scores. Olivia also described an administration that provided her flexibility and support to teach
to align with her beliefs and meet the students' needs. Olivia used the example of a principal
observing her class and saying, “’I feel the kids were struggling with this, what do you think?’
And you say, ‘Well, maybe I can do X, Y, and Z.’ She’s like, ‘Why don’t you try it out?’”
Similar to what Tina experienced, Olivia indicated that teachers had pedagogical trust as long as
there was a discussion with the administration.
This subtheme illustrated the trust administration had in teachers to employ different
teaching methods and activities. However, it also demonstrated the level of involvement the
administration wanted to have in what happened in the classroom. This subtheme represented an
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essential piece in how teachers asked for permission to employ different pedagogical strategies
or discussed them with the administration to get their approval. By having their administrations’
support in making pedagogical decisions, teachers faced challenges and opportunities. One
challenge that teachers faced was having to ask permission to make a professional decision to
avoid repercussions to their choice even if they felt it was best practice and best met student
needs. However, having the administration's support provided opportunities for teachers to
receive feedback and to perfect their pedagogy. Also, having an administration that supported
pedagogical flexibility had implications for the students as they were being taught by teachers
who might feel more confident in the methods and activities utilized because they were
supported to use them.
Theme 3: Targets
So, if we have all of these DOLs or tests and the kids are all struggling on this particular
standard, we're going to teach some more lessons based on that. (Tina, fourth grade)
This theme encompassed the stress and pressures upper elementary Title I teachers faced
in the classroom when making their pedagogical decisions. Discussion of the test-based and datadriven nature of classrooms was extensive, even during a school year where not all subjects were
assessed because of the COVID-19 pandemic. This theme, which focused on the targets teachers
kept in mind during pedagogical decision-making, consisted of three subthemes that addressed
how teachers explained their pedagogical decision-making regarding their planning and focus on
standards, the assessments, and the data gathered throughout the school year. Within this theme,
there were implications on what this meant for Title I students as their teachers cited pressures of
pedagogical alignment to prepare for tests. These explanations also outlined both challenges and
opportunities for these teachers. Significantly, the transcript data highlighted that targets heavily
influenced the pedagogical decision-making of these teachers as reflected in Figure 4.1.
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Subtheme: Backward Planning
The first subtheme for Targets was backward planning, which is teacher awareness of the
end goal and objective and then creating the plans from those goals. Although not all participants
discussed backward planning, it still became apparent this approach to planning influenced
pedagogical decision-making as teachers focused their instruction on the end goal they had
defined. Importantly, Tina and Sarah, who discussed backwards planning, placed emphasis on
this practice and how it guided their pedagogical decision-making and planning for lessons.
Sarah explained her processes about how she predetermined what each level of proficiency
would look like: “I usually kind of map out what a 4 (above grade level) would look like, what a
3 (at grade level) would look like …2 (below grade level), and a 1 (far below grade level)…And
so then I backward plan that way.”
Similarly, Tina explained, “The priority is always that kind of backward planning mode
of what do we need kids to do by the end of the year? …and then break that further down…so
that way each individual lesson can help them get to that point.” Tina and Sarah’s discussions
about backward planning explained how they made pedagogical decisions based on how they
wanted their students to be performing by particular times (end of year, quarter and week, for
example).
Subtheme: Assessment Pedagogy
In Assessment Pedagogy, a new term used in this study, I defined as selecting teaching
methods and activities that directly aligned with assessment. As demonstrated in the interviews,
teachers were not simply teaching to the test. Instead, they made intentional decisions about
teaching their students, meeting their needs, and challenging them to prepare their students for
the assessment; saying the teachers in this study were just teaching to the test diminishes the hard
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work they put into their pedagogical decision-making processes. Furthermore, the assessment
pedagogy observed was more in-depth than drill and kill multiple-choice test preparation
strategies.
In this case, with the state only choosing to test one subject per grade, teachers did not
necessarily feel the same stress as they did in the past. However, the discussion on using
assessment pedagogy was plentiful in all four interviews. Sarah explained her frustration with
pressure to limit her pedagogy because of the stress she faced in her daily ELA lessons, focusing
on having students do well on the state assessments at the end of the school year. Sarah
elaborated that her pedagogical decision-making incorporated elements the school administration
predetermined, i.e., having a weekly standardized test that did not allow her the opportunity to
engage her students with the ELA material Sarah was teaching:
It's so just driven towards test, test, test, test, test. We have to do a test every month, like
a standardized test every Monday to just get them prepared to get us to May…so, at the
beginning of the year in September, each Monday, we take an hour and a half test for
these kids and they hate it.
Sarah went on to explain that in her position, she felt “it’s all testing-based” and “for the past
three months, it’s just been test, test, test, test, test, test” at her school. Notably, Sarah’s lesson
observation took place after the state assessment had been administered so no discussion of the
assessment was noted and no connection to the state assessment was observed.
Chloe also reported this pressure to do well on tests and how her pedagogy, at the time of
the interview, was focused on preparing for the state reading test, yet still focused on strong
pedagogical approaches:
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It’s because of the state testing. So the way I'm planning my lessons is like,
unfortunately, based on our practice Edulastic test. So they take the state practice
Edulastic test and then I look over their data and I see which question they miss the most
and those questions are always tied to a standard. So, then I look at the standard that
they're not doing well on and then I base my reading skill lesson on that.
Chloe’s explanation of how she used Edulastic in her classroom was further evidenced in her
ELA lesson plan (see Appendix L) as there was mention of using Edulastic. Chloe’s discussion
of focusing on pedagogy that prepared students for state assessment using a platform that
mimicked the state test was not unique to her classroom. However, Chloe had a unique
perspective on the benefits of using an assessment pedagogy to prepare students for high-stakes
assessments:
So, I know there's different philosophies on what people believe in regards to teaching to
the test. Do I agree with it? No. But do I want my kids to feel confident when they are
taking the test? Yes. So, there are times when I'm like, yeah, I mean, I know as a teacher,
I probably didn't do the best of job of teaching that, that's why you're not feeling
confident. But I want to explicitly teach it so that you can sit in front of that screen and
not get upset or mad and cry and frustrated and angry.
During Chloe’s observation, her lack of awareness toward her strong pedagogical approaches
became evident. Although her teaching was focused on highly tested standards and on the data
from an assessment preparation test she assigned, her instruction was not teaching to the test. In
one part of her lesson, Chloe explicitly stated to the students, “On [state test] if you see Main
Idea ask yourself, ‘what is the text mostly about?’” However, that was the only direct mention to
the state assessment that was looming over her head during the time of the observation. Although
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Chloe discussed “teaching to the test” during the interview, her observation showed more indepth pedagogy than drill and kill strategies. Her students were not given multiple choice
questions to do drill and kill. During the observed lesson, Chloe was seen using higher-order
thinking questions, opportunities for students to explain their thinking, and discussion (see
Appendix K).
Olivia, who used assessment pedagogy as well, also explained preparing students for the
high-stakes assessment:
But right now that we're getting closer to the test, we've done Edulastic because of their
formatting. It has the bookmark on there, it has the answer eliminator, and it has the dropdown way to move through the text, is a little bit better than what Wonders has. It's more
similar to what they will see for [the state test]. We've only shifted the last maybe month
into using Edulastic versus that [the Wonders assessments]. The nice thing about that,
too, is Edulastic has the database, so they have old [state] assessments that are in there
that we would in the past have done as a paper copy and then had the kids go through the
highlight, do all that kind of stuff because it's digital. It's already in there, and we can just
define it.
Although Olivia used Edulastic to gather data to prepare students for the state assessment, her
pedagogy was more in-depth than teaching to the test. Throughout Olivia’s lesson observation,
she was seen utilizing the curriculum and employing pedagogical strategies that were beyond
multiple choice testing preparation. Instead, her use of a graphic organizer with open-ended
questions that allowed students to think unconventionally and not be confined to one “right”
answer reflected assessment pedagogy that aligned with the test standard but did not teach to the
test (see Appendix F). Olivia’s use of open-ended questions and a graphic organizer (see
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Appendix P) that allowed students to generate their own answers, not using multiple choice
selections, created an engaging virtual lesson that did not reflect “teaching to the test.” Olivia’s
pedagogy was meaningful, challenging, and a way to prepare students for the upcoming
assessment.
Additionally, Tina also highlighted this assessment pedagogy in her classroom as the Wit
& Wisdom assessments and those used in Edulastic reflected the state assessment format:
So, part A, part B. Definitely, they need to choose this answer but then have evidence to
support it. But then I would also say, I don't feel like on our state assessments, there's a
lot of constructed response besides the essays and the narratives they must write. That's
the only thing that has any sort of actual type response. In our assessments, we still
include it like a constructed response where they were having to come up with their own
ideas and use complete sentences and things like that.
Tina’s lesson observation (see Appendix G) occurred on the heels of the state assessment. At the
time of Tina’s observation, the state had not yet announced the decision to only test one subject
per grade so she was unaware that fourth grade would only take the math assessment. During her
lesson observation, Tina had students reading an authentic chapter book, which was part of the
curriculum, and she was using open-ended discussion questions. Thus, her pedagogical approach
was not limiting and not reflective of the state assessment’s multiple-choice format. However,
her lesson was aligned to state standards.
The participants discussed an element of teaching to the test with the use of the Edulastic
tests to collect data and drive instruction. However, none of these teachers was observed truly
teaching to the test. They all had made lesson plans that aligned to tested standards but exceeded
multiple-choice approaches. Instead, the teachers were observed preparing students for the
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assessment by utilizing open-ended questions, discussions, and higher-order thinking questions
to challenge their students.
Making pedagogical decisions with activities and methods aligned to the assessment
could be exhausting and tedious at times as Sarah described how she and her grade level team
tried to make it more fun: “So it's just like constant drills…(so) we make it into competitions
and…try and get every student to win. (We) do it for like 3 weeks which is like a long time for
test prep.” Sarah stated that given the parameters to prepare students for the assessment, she still
strove to make pedagogical decisions that engaged the students and were fun, even when it
focused on testing.
Subtheme: Data-Driven
When making pedagogical decisions, the participants talked about an awareness of the
data they had collected on their students. There was discussion in this finding focused on past
assessment data and ongoing assessments. Past assessment data allowed teachers to see how their
students performed on previous year assessments at the district and/or state level. Continuous
assessment enabled teachers to pinpoint current strengths and areas for growth. A platform used
by several participants was Edulastic, which is a technology-based platform for assessments that
could be created or used a library of pre-created tests. It allowed teachers to assess specific
standards while also mimicking the format of high-stakes assessments.
Chloe explained her school’s focus on using data points to adjust groupings of students:
“However, we have met a couple of times in regard to ELA groupings and growth. We look at a
variety of data points to help group our kids, which I think is super beneficial in regard to
reviewing the data.” Interestingly, Chloe was the only participant who discussed informal data:
“When I did my first Edulastic test with them, they were not doing so hot. But we just took one
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last week…at least they feel a little bit better about taking the test.” Chloe went on to explain that
students’ data were reviewed regularly: “We look at a variety of data points to help group our
kids, which…is…helpful and beneficial…to reviewing the data. Then we move our kids around
and…have conversations amongst my team in regard to what we're going to do.” During Chloe’s
lesson observation, I was unable to observe the use of data points to drive instruction. However,
Chloe’s extensive discussion about the role of data to drive her instruction was notable.
Tina shared the sentiment that the data they collected on their students determined the
pedagogy they use and the pace at which they move: “…we're doing what the kids need based on
the data that we’re given. So we're way behind compared to what we normally are because our
kids are way behind...But this year, we're not as worried about [it].” Tina’s description of the role
data played in checking student understanding showed she was mindful of the things her students
needed from her instruction. Tina also explained she used data to determine what standards
needed to be retaught: “If we have all these DOLs (Demonstrations of Learning) or tests and the
kids are all struggling on this particular standard, we’re going to teach some more lessons based
on that.” Tina’s sample lesson plan outlined the data collection happening in her classroom (see
Appendix Q). Tina explicitly stated the data being collected: “DAZE, ORF, PCR.” DAZE is a
comprehension component of DIBELS where students are given a passage with missing words
and the students circle the word that completes each section. ORF is Oral Reading Fluency,
which tracks the amount of words a student reads in one minute. And PCR is Prose Constructed
Response where students write to a prompt.
Sarah, who teaches at a Gifted and Talented school where classes are departmentalized,
reiterated the importance of data in making pedagogical decisions. Interestingly, she indicated
she used DIBELS data in determining how she seated the students in her classroom: “I have
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partner A and partner B at each desk. Partner A’s and B’s always have a high and a low.” She
went on to explain how using data to determine seating charts helped her instruction and
collaboration since she “…can have the higher kid talking with the…low.” Sarah’s discussion
about using data to determine seating charts to better support collaboration was a unique way to
use data to drive decisions to support pedagogy.
Olivia also described how data played a role in her pedagogy and how she taught the
curriculum. She explained that when she realized students were struggling with a standard from
the week, she did not give the curriculum’s weekly assessment and instead would “re-teach and
take route where it is where they struggle.” All four participants discussed the role data played in
making pedagogical choices. Although the data-driven influence of their instruction was not able
to be observed and not present in many artifacts, the elaborate and detailed conversations that
happened across participants made it an important theme to include.
The next theme the participants explained as influencing their pedagogical decisionmaking was being conscious of engagement strategies.
Theme 4: Engagement
I think, my big thing is engagement in getting kids excited about the topic. (Sarah, fourth
grade)
This theme repeatedly arose in each interview as shown in Figure 4.1. All participants
explained how instructional strategies played a role in their pedagogical decision-making
processes. They discussed how these strategies boosted their ELA lessons and increased student
interest. However, within this theme were subthemes as the participants did not use engagement
in the same way. When describing the best lesson they had ever taught, each participant
discussed a lesson where students were engaged, interacting, and learning. During the interviews,
participants highlighted engagement as they explained their pedagogical decision-making.
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Instructional strategies were observed in the virtual lesson observations and were seen in the
artifacts. The description of the need and desire to engage students in ELA learning was
discussed at length. Sarah’s explanation of her pedagogical decision-making was heavily focused
on this engagement piece:
I think the engagement piece is huge…and if you can't hook those kids especially those
lower kids, I think they're going to be checked out from the start. And then also like
relating the topic to their interests is key for me…I love trying to incorporate a Kagan
strategy in teaching my lessons.
Sarah repeatedly mentioned her goal of getting students interested in ELA was the focus of her
pedagogy. All four participants discussed engagement but the ways they explained their
approaches varied. The theme Engagement broke into three subthemes: Technology,
Collaboration, and Discussions.
Subtheme: Technology
This subtheme represented the funding available at the participants’ schools and districts.
Given the pandemic implications, all four teachers had access to some level of technology and
were utilizing the technology in different ways. This theme helped answer how teachers
explained their pedagogical decision-making and addressed both subquestions about the
implications for Title I students and the challenges and opportunities access to technology and
using it as a pedagogical tool provided teachers. Also, during the virtual observations,
technology was observed in three of the four classrooms. I noted Tina and Olivia were using
technology because they had virtual students. Chloe was using her Smart Board and her
classroom television to display the slides she had made while students were on their one-to-one
laptops (see Appendix K). Chloe was observed using Pear Deck (see Appendix R), an interactive
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PowerPoint technology tool that is an add-on to Google. She monitored students’ answers in
real-time on her teacher's laptop and provided very timely feedback. This technology platform
was also visible on the sample PowerPoint lesson. I did not observe teachers using the test
preparation formats they discussed, such as Edulastic. However, technology integration as a
pedagogical decision was evident as Tina and Chloe provided example PowerPoint lessons (see
Appendix R). Although technology was not observed during the lesson observations in the way
participants explained in interviews, the participants did discuss how they used technology as a
pedagogical tool. Also, during these interviews, participants were reminded to draw on
experiences that predated the pandemic.
As Sarah talked about engagement, she touched on the use of a technology platform as
she said, “…we've used a lot of technology this year…and that has been pretty engaging.”
Sarah’s technology discussion was limited because that was not her primary way of engaging her
students. Interestingly, Sarah was the only participant observed not using any technology in her
ELA lesson (see Appendix M). Instead, she engaged students using other techniques. However,
Tina elaborated on the ways technology was incorporated into her pedagogical decision-making:
We’ve been using Nearpod a lot which has been really helpful. The (At home) students
plus the in-person students can all be on the Nearpod and I can…see my in-person
students' work. But then I can also go to my computer and see the online learners' work...
Then they also have collaborative boards.
Tina went on to describe other technology platforms she has incorporated into her pedagogy:
“…you can use like Padlet or there's another piece of technology. It's called Mural and they can
actually draw or write to collaborate with one another. So, that's been pretty helpful.” Sarah
explained that her school had access to one-to-one laptops from before the pandemic but
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technology had enhanced her pedagogy for ELA instruction. During Tina’s lesson observation
(see Appendix G), which took place both in person and virtually, I witnessed the at-home virtual
students using a scanned version of the book to have access on their computers. Unfortunately, I
was unable to capture an image of this because it was not displayed on the screen for everyone as
each student at home had it up for themselves. Also, several forms of technology were noted
around the in-person classroom. For example, the large television in the back of the room had the
faces of the virtual learners so it was as if they were “in” the classroom with the traditional
students. Sarah’s use of engagement strategies was seen in her lesson plans (see Appendix N).
She planned ahead of time how she would use technology as a pedagogical tool to enhance
engagement.
Chloe’s school also has one-to-one laptop access for their Title I students; she explained
how she had been able to make pedagogical decisions based on that access:
I am very fortunate as a teacher to have all the technology that we do have at my school. I
know how much technology can help for sure. So, part of the lesson was called Pear
Deck. So it's an interactive PowerPoint that I can have the students respond on, and it's
nice because on my teacher computer, I can pull it up on a separate screen and I can
literally give students specific feedback as they're typing. So, if they pose a question, then
I'm like, okay, so why do you think that's the main idea? And then I can message the
specific student, where if the student is still working on a sentence stem, I can type the
sentence stem for them and say, this is how you're going to start your sentence. So that's
very cool that I can do it as they're typing.
This access to technology opened doors to various pedagogical methods teachers could employ
to engage students and provide timely feedback. For example, Chloe described how she used
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technology using a Time to Climb program to set up a contest where “basically, the kid that
answers first and answers correctly, and they see themselves racing…up the hill.” Using
technology as a pedagogical tool to cover standards and engaging students was evident in
Chloe’s teaching. Chloe was observed (see Appendix K) using technology throughout her lesson.
Students were on their laptops while Chloe was utilizing NearPod to display her PowerPoint and
provide real time feedback to her students. Chloe’s use of technology was further demonstrated
in the inclusion of her PowerPoint presentation (see Appendix R).
Olivia, who was teaching her ELA students virtually, explained how technology shaped
pedagogical decision-making. With the Kami program as their resource online, she “just take(s)
all of the Wonders materials and upload them into Kami.” During Olivia’s lesson observation
(see Appendix F), she taught virtually so the class relied totally on their access to technology
even having the reading passages accessible online. During the observation, this included Olivia
sharing a graphic organizer (see Appendix P) for “I see…I think…I wonder” so students could
fill out as they were reading the story. Technology as a tool to increase engagement was seen in
three of the four classrooms. However, the next sub-theme, Collaboration, was seen heavily used
across all four participants.
Subtheme: Collaboration
Collaboration, wherein “students are working in groups of two or more, mutually
searching for understanding, solutions, or meanings, or creating a product” (Smith &
MacGregor, 1992, p. 9), featured prominently in the participants’ interviews. This engagement
strategy, used as a pedagogical method where teachers released control and allowed students to
learn from one another, was highlighted by participants. Tina explained how she planned for
engagement with a focus on collaboration while not straying from the school’s curriculum: “We
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do a lot of collaboration in general, but that can look different from day to day… They're
working as a team to come up with answers or responses depending on what the activity is.
Collaboration is huge.” During the lesson observation for Tina (see Appendix G), I witnessed
collaboration hindered by the social distancing guidelines in place at the time. However, she still
had students turn and talk with one another, both in-person and online.
Collaboration was displayed in Sarah’s pedagogical decision-making processes that
relied heavily on how to engage students, which included how to plan for collaboration in her
ELA lessons as she explained, “I personally love teamwork…collaboration and…kids working
with each other.” Sarah explained how she integrated collaboration regularly using strategies that
got students working together in a fun way. For example, she described using a whiteboard on
which students shared elements of a story, then another person would respond, and it would
continue. Sarah showed her belief in the value of student collaboration during the lesson
observations (see Appendix M). For example, students partnered up to support one another as
they completed a graphic organizer from the lesson (see Appendix S). Sarah also described how
she had her desks set up to enhance collaboration by setting desks up face-to-face and partnering
the students facing each other on activities. Olivia’s lesson observation, where she taught the
whole lesson virtually, also displayed collaboration through a virtual platform. In her interview,
Olivia explained how she used collaboration to increase engagement when making pedagogical
decisions:
I'll turn [certain sections of a passage] into a jigsaw, and I'm like, …this group over here,
you're only reading about this section of the story. You are only reading about this one.
We're going to come back together. Or we'll do a four square and it will be a picture, a
question, vocabulary that the kids thought of and then a takeaway. Then they'll get in
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their groups. And they'll read the story, and then they will say…Oh, this group has
something different. I'm going to also add it to my foldable.
During Olivia’s observation (see Appendix F), she was seen using collaboration to the best of her
ability given the virtual set-up. She still allowed for discussions among students to increase
engagement.
Chloe discussed how she had her students collaborate, “…definitely doing more of like
the jigsaws…definitely those Kagan strategies I was using a lot of. I was always looking for
opportunities of where I could have my kids work together interactively around the classroom.”
With student desks partnered up, Chloe's classroom also demonstrated how she facilitated
collaboration in her classroom (see Appendix T). During Chloe’s observation, she did not have
many opportunities for collaboration. Across participants, collaboration was an important talking
point in the interviews. However, it was not observed as extensively. The virtual classrooms and
social distancing guidelines restricted teachers in their ability to get collaboration going in their
classrooms.
Overall, this subtheme encompassed the participants’ explanations of making
pedagogical decisions based on how to get students learning from one another, working together,
and collaborating. Using quick turn and talks, jigsaws, or more formatted approaches like
creating a group poster, these teachers all touched on the necessity to make pedagogical
decisions that allowed for collaboration.
Subtheme: Discussions
Another subtheme for the main theme of Engagement was the utilization and
organization of both discussions and more formal debates in ELA instruction. This theme was
discussed in all four interviews but also widely observed in the lessons. Sarah enthusiastically
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described a lesson where she made the pedagogical decision to plan a formal debate for her
students: “each kid in the class had to read the story and they picked a character and... they acted
like that character. And me and my teammate dressed up as…George Washington and King
George…then we had a big debate on if we should dump the tea or not.” Sarah explained that
this pedagogical approach took the students a few days to prepare but their engagement and
excitement were clear. Next, Sarah described how she planned for other discussions by preparing
questions to stimulate student interaction: “After each unit…I would probe (with) questions and
the kids would have a discussion without me asking them to continue on the conversation…I
start the questions and then they go on and just talk…And then, I probe another question and
then they talk.” Sarah was observed providing many discussion questions and helping students
participate in these discussions (see Appendix M). Sarah’s sample lesson plans demonstrated her
pre-planning of discussion questions that related to the topic being taught (see Appendix N).
Similar to Sarah, Chloe also displayed excitement as she described her pedagogical beliefs about
the value of discussions, specifically conversations among students:
And we read the book and then we had a conversation about the book and they were
shocked about the things and the aspects that were happening in the book. But, for them
to connect with those concepts, I think, was very eye-opening and I think that was, to me,
probably the best conversation that we have had and that just resonated with me when
children want to ask questions and we have a conversation. I think that, to me, makes it a
really good lesson.
Chloe’s lesson observation (see Appendix K) reinforced the above description of her preparation
and execution of these conversations. Chloe asked higher-order thinking questions about the
main idea; she planned for these questions as displayed in her lesson plan (see Appendix L).
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Interestingly, Chloe’s description of what made a good lesson and the explanation she provided
about the depth of the conversation was comparable to Olivia’s approach to how she made
decisions:
I think about…the kids who can read this story and who can focus, who can analyze it …
helps me to be able to determine what questions I need to ask to get those certain (other)
students to kind of tack on to that idea and say, ‘Oh yes’ just for the discussion versus it
coming from me.
Olivia’s description above reiterated her understanding of her students’ needs and abilities to
make pedagogical decisions, like formatting the discussion, to help support them in their growth
with ELA. During Olivia’s lesson observation where her students were all virtual, Olivia was
still able to facilitate discussion among her students (see Appendix F).
Theme 5: Supportive Instructional Strategies
The final theme was teachers' instructional strategies when making pedagogical decisions
for their ELA instruction. This theme represented how pedagogical decision-making processes
were implemented in the classroom. While we already discussed that teachers considered their
administration’s expectations, assessment, and engagement, the participants also mentioned the
strategies they implemented. This theme was also largely observed during the virtual lesson
observations. This theme answers the main research question as well as both sub-questions.
Figure 4.1 showed the breakdown of each participant’s mention of instructional strategies in their
classrooms.
Subtheme: Gradual Release
This first subtheme encapsulated how these participants moved from being the direct
instructor of content to slowly releasing the responsibility to the students. Several participants
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highlighted the importance of releasing the responsibility to the students as they progressed and
this release remained forefront in their pedagogical decision-making. For example, Sarah
explained how her gradual release allowed students to do more of an engaged project at the end,
used as a summative assessment:
The kids love it where they pick a topic or subject that they're going to teach the class.
Like I said, a lot of this stuff is hands-on for the kids. It's not a lot of me teaching. So I
guess the way that I do is kind of do a lot of I do, We do, You do type of things. So I
think a lot of the You do parts, they are more engaged.
During Sarah’s observation (see Appendix M), gradual release was evident. As she worked
through identifying similes and metaphors in a poetry passage, she first modeled her thinking,
then had students working with partners, and finally had the students identify them on their own.
Sarah’s sample lesson plan also explicitly outlined the gradual release model (see Appendix N)
and how it looked in the lesson. Tina’s gradual release format looked a little different than
Sarah’s as Tina went on to explain:
I work through gradual release no matter what. I do a lot of modeling my thinking.
Then…I tell them like, ‘You guys have to help me think now.’…and then …give them
just practice time without[the teacher] but they still have their peers for support… And
then we always have them practice by themselves or the ‘you do’ portion of the lesson.
Tina demonstrated her pedagogical decision-making was based on gradual release from day to
day instead of holistically like Sarah’s. Tina’s lesson plans also detailed the gradual release
format she used in her daily lessons (see Appendix I). But it was also evident throughout the
week and unit how she was releasing the responsibility to the students. For example, gradual
release was seen as Tina began her lesson with direct modeling, released to have students work
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together, and finally ended the lesson independently (see Appendix G). Olivia reiterated a similar
gradual release approach:
Then we go through and think about the ‘I do, We do, You do’. I usually plan that part
out and then knowing that I also reverse that. So, usually towards the end of the week,
especially when we get to that Wednesday story…thinking about ‘Okay, I'm going to
reverse that and give you struggle time to be able to work through that.’
Olivia’s explanation of gradual release added in a reverse of the model. Although she started the
week off with more support, she let students work alone to find out where their struggles were,
then once identified, she provided extra support when needed. So, making pedagogical decisions
related to gradual release presented itself as an important instructional strategy for these teachers.
During Olivia’s lesson observation (see Appendix F), she was seen implementing the gradual
release model. For example, while reading the story and filling out a graphic organizer, Olivia
stated, “Jack thinks the princess is special and deserves a beautiful cake.” Once she made the
statement, she then typed the sentence on her screen into the graphic organizer and students
copied. In the next detail, Olivia asked students to share what they thought it was, several
students shared, and Olivia then typed a second detail to be copied.
Chloe did not discuss gradual release in her interview; however, it was observed in her
lesson on main idea (see Appendix K). In this lesson, she used a passage to model how to
determine the main idea, then students did one together, and finally they did one on their own.
Chloe’s use of gradual release was explicitly seen through her PowerPoint presentation (see
Appendix U).
Thus, as evidenced through the artifacts provided, interviews, and observations, teachers
made pedagogical decisions based on how they could build confidence and proficiency in the
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content. As a result, the teachers slowly released more of the responsibility to the students.
However, more individuality was represented as the participants discussed their pedagogical
decision-making and instructional strategies.
Subtheme: Differentiation
Within the overarching theme of instructional strategies used by the teachers, the
subtheme of differentiation surfaced. All four teachers explained that differentiation, with
provided supporting resources, played a role in making pedagogical decisions. This subtheme
answered both subquestions in that the ability to differentiate instruction for student needs
successfully had implications for Title I student success. Additionally, differentiation created
challenges and opportunities for teachers to plan how to support their students’ learning. In some
classrooms, the focus was on differentiation, while others spoke more about the visual supports
such as anchor charts and posted vocabulary around the room.
Chloe talked about differentiation and support from other adults in the building. She
discussed that the students performing below grade level work as a group with another teacher
who is “working on their grade level like sight words, their passages and then whatever skill,”
the rest of the class is working on as well. Chloe could differentiate for her students because the
building had prioritized teachers and assistants supporting students with differentiated and
targeted instruction. Chloe’s school departmentalized and leveled students. So, she can
differentiate between her classes, Chloe explained that her below grade level class was “like an
intervention” within that class. In Chloe’s other ELA class, which included students on and
above third grade level, she explained the way she taught was different: “They read it
independently then we…have a brief discussion and then we move onto the actual school.”
Chloe explained her below grade level block received more support: “I let them read it
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independently…but before they even read it by themselves, they definitely go over some
vocabulary words.” Since Chloe differentiated between classes, her differentiation was not
observed in the lesson.
Sarah, whose school was also departmentalized and leveled, differentiated her instruction
as well among her classes. Sarah praised how adult support allowed her to differentiate better:
“That's why I'm very thankful that I do have [adult support] just like how to be there in extending
the kids with GT or just the low kids who need that extra support and they can't be sitting at their
table for 50 minutes.” Sarah also discussed how she differentiated her pedagogy:
I think I use a lot of the novels with the GT class because we also love all our classes at
[school name]. And then one of my higher classes, I will also use the novel. But my 2
lower classes, I have to find different resources. I still try and do novels but there will be
like, of course, not as thick and not as hard to read for them.
She went on to explain:
With my low kids…we do a lot more structured…together and then peeling off the kids
that are getting it and then holding back the kids that still need more practice, while my
gifted and talented students, it's more of…a quick ‘I do’…then a ‘You do’…then
extending on…elaborating more on what we’re doing in class.
Sarah’s description of how she adjusted her pedagogy based on the level and needs of the
students in her blocks demonstrated the pedagogical decision-making that considered her diverse
student population. This differentiation strategy was reflected in Sarah’s classroom. During the
virtual observation, Sarah was using a graphic organizer with her below-grade level group. Also,
the vocabulary posted on the wall (see Appendix V) was visible to support her claims that her
pedagogical decision-making considered students’ diverse needs.
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Olivia also described differentiation in her classroom. Since she followed the curriculum
more strictly than Chloe and Sarah did, she explained how she used the Wonders tools to
differentiate for students: “Their workstation stuff was paired very similar because it would be
leveled. On Fridays, we would always do your leveled reader. Wonders already had it leveled.”
By having leveled readers as part of the curriculum, Olivia was able to differentiate to meet her
students’ needs. Olivia further described how she could partner students together based on their
leveled reader and provide more support to the students who needed it during stations: “your
lowest kids. Would be buddied together, and then after they read it they would come to my
station.” Olivia also explained that having extra adults to support instruction was valuable in
differentiation: “Kids that are going to be at a back table working with a support person as we
read so that they re not just following along, but they are able to intake the information.” At the
time of Olivia’s observation, in the thick of the pandemic and teaching virtually, I did not
observe her differentiation strategies. The final subtheme of Supportive Instructional Strategies
was visual supports that included posted vocabulary and anchor charts.
Subtheme: Visual Supports
The third subtheme that surfaced under supportive instructional strategies was visual
supports discussed and observed during the data collection. Three of the four teachers explained
their pedagogical decision-making regarding the charts hanging up on the walls and resources
accessible for their students. For example, Chloe had anchor charts (see Appendix W) posted
around the room for her students to refer to “to help them see their thinking…without pulling out
their notebook every time.” Chloe explained that having them up on the wall was “an easy way
for them to quickly see the anchor charts around the room.”
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These anchor charts were purposeful and created with the students. However, Tina, who
did not discuss anchor charts in the interview, also had anchor charts posted in her classroom
(see Appendix W). Similarly, Sarah briefly mentioned she also had anchor charts in her room
when state testing was not taking place: “I have a lot of anchor charts around my classroom.”
Sarah’s lesson observation occurred after state testing, which required all visual supports be
covered up or taken down.
Another support consideration mentioned repeatedly was posted vocabulary around the
room. Olivia, who was strictly teaching online, did not have the opportunity to post vocabulary
because she had a small teaching space; however, she did discuss the importance of vocabulary
and ensuring repetition: “(Y)ou start on a Thursday, Friday…then they come back Monday…so
they’re getting it, then getting it again.” However, she did explain she used an interactive
notebook, which she made virtual due to the pandemic. During the interview, Olivia discussed
how she used the notebook when instruction was in person:
In their interactive notebook, there will be some type of foldable so say, for example, we
were talking about poetry. If we talked about identifying in each section, identifying
rhyme so they will go through for each of the poems as we read each week, and they'll
open their foldable, and they'll identify words that rhyme. Every day they're adding to
their notebooks with different stories. Then at the end of the week, which is our
Thursdays before we take our assessments, we go through it and look at, "Okay, so what
is it that you were tasked with learning this week?" The foldable is really helpful for the
interactive notebook because the kids can collectively see what have we been doing all
week.
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Although this was not the same as having posted anchor charts, the interactive notebook
with foldables and graphic organizers was still a visual support for students to organize the
information and be able to go back and access it themselves.
Sarah discussed the importance of posting vocabulary (see Appendix V) in her classroom
with in-person learners: “We also have a lot of ELL students. So organizers galore for those kids,
and vocab always posted up so that they can reference.” This sentiment about posted vocabulary
was visible throughout her classroom. However, because her data collection took place as state
testing was finishing, many supports had to be taken off the wall. However, she still put
vocabulary on a bulletin board behind her small group table for students to refer to.
Tina also discussed a weakness in her students’ vocabulary and having “to pull in some
other resources this year to try and supplement” the curriculum: “We use warm-ups to
supplement what we don't necessarily have time to teach…(and) for what our kids are struggling
on.” Tina’s focus on vocabulary development was reflected in the posted vocabulary in her room
(see Appendix O). Also, in her warm-ups, she embedded vocabulary development for her
students.
Notably, sentence stems, at the beginning of a sentence to get students started (such as
“The main point of the story was…”), were briefly mentioned during Chloe and Tina’s
interviews. However, the artifacts from Chloe, Tina, and Sarah reflected a classroom that
provided language supports in the form of sentence stems as they were seen posted in the
classroom and even on PowerPoint slides (see Appendix R). Sarah’s posted sentence stems were
also seen posted on the wall (see Appendix V). During Sarah’s lesson, both sentence stems and
anchor charts were noted on her observation protocol (see Appendix M). Although Olivia was
teaching virtually, sentence stems were provided to students on the graphic organizer (see
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Appendix P) as well as given orally, and Olivia was observed orally giving sentence stems to her
students (see Appendix F).
Teachers' pedagogical decision-making highlighted that they considered how to provide
the supports so students could easily access the information, so an approach became habitual. For
example, using anchor charts and sentence stems, students had visual supports to be successful in
ELA.
Conclusion
In conclusion, the five major themes—Curriculum, Administrative Expectations, Targets,
Engagement, and Supportive Instructional Strategies—answered the following research question
and sub-questions.
Q1

How do Title I upper elementary ELA teachers explain their pedagogical
decision-making processes?
Q1a

What are the implications of these pedagogical decisions for Title I upper
elementary ELA students?

Q1b

What are the challenges and opportunities created by a Title I upper
elementary teacher’s pedagogical choices?

These five themes highlighted that a teachers’ pedagogical decision-making in Title I schools for
ELA is complex and in-depth. Although the teachers likely did not realize the details and
influences they considered when making pedagogical decisions, their dedication to the Title I
students was evident, especially when the world had adjusted to the pandemic.
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
In conducting this case study, the goal was to (a) determine the factors that influence
teachers’ pedagogical decisions when planning English Language Arts (ELA) instruction, (b)
describe the implications of pedagogical decisions for the Title I upper elementary students, and
(c) identify the challenges and opportunities of Title I upper elementary teachers’ pedagogical
choices. I investigated the work Title I teachers put into their daily pedagogical decision-making
and their connection to their chosen profession. As a former Title I teacher, this study broadened
my understanding of the work, energy, and passion these teachers had when deciding how to
teach their students. With the outside pressures and negative attention teachers often experience,
I used this as a lens to observe my past experiences as a Title I teacher and was proud and
encouraged to know teachers in Title I schools were determined to make instructional decisions
that met the needs of their students. Before conducting this research, I assumed teachers heavily
weighted their pedagogical decisions to maximizing test scores. However, that was not true.
Although it did play a role, these teachers’ pedagogical decision-making explanations focused on
what their students needed to succeed in school and what they felt was best practice. In addition,
my findings identified other outside forces that influenced them such as administration and their
buildings’ access to technology. I also reflected on my experiences as a Title I ELA teacher and
realized my experiences were consistent with the participants’ explanations. I plan to continue
researching and understanding Title I teachers' experiences throughout my career as I seek to
understand the critical influences associated with teaching in Title I schools. I feel incredibly
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honored to have been able to talk with these teachers as I conducted my research and understood
the effort they put into providing quality pedagogy for the students they taught.
This final chapter discusses the study results, connecting to the professional literature
about pedagogy in Title I schools. Also, I discuss how this study addressed the main research
question and two subquestions. The results from this study carry implications for the teachers
and students with considerations for practice and professional development. After discussing the
impact, I then describe the study’s limitations. Finally, I explain how to undertake future
research on Title I ELA upper elementary teachers’ pedagogical decision-making.
Discussion
This qualitative case study, involving four participants from a state in the Rocky Midwest
teaching upper elementary ELA in Title I schools, sought to provide answers to the following
research question and sub-questions:
Q1

How do Title I upper elementary ELA teachers explain their pedagogical
decision-making processes?
Q1a

What are the implications of these pedagogical decisions for Title I upper
elementary ELA students?

Q1b

What are the challenges and opportunities created by a Title I upper
elementary teacher’s pedagogical choices?

In the journey to find answers to the central research question and sub-questions, three
data sources were used: artifact collection, interviews, and one lesson observation for each
participant. I collected the data virtually over the Spring semester, specifically from March to
May. However, for transparency, the participants’ data collection took place at different times
during the spring semester as outlined in Table 5.1. The time frame of data collection was vital
because the proximity to state testing might have influenced the answers given by the teachers as
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well as the changing nature of the pandemic response throughout the Spring 2021 semester as
schools continued to adjust their platforms.

Table 5.1
Participant Data Collection Dates
Participant

Date of Interview

Chloe

Date of Artifact
Collection (email)
March 10, 2021

March 14, 2021

Date of
Observation
March 16, 2021

Data Collected in
Relation to Testing
Interview and
Observation before
testing

Tina

March 16, 2021

March 23, 2021

April 6, 2021

Interview and
observation before
testing

Olivia

March 12, 2021

April 8, 2021

April 20, 2021

Interview before
testing
Observation after
testing

Sarah

March 15, 2021

May 10, 2021

May 13, 2021

Interview and
observation after
testing

Notably, three of the four participants participated in the interview before state testing.
Both Chloe and Tina completed all parts of the data collection phase of the study before state
testing occurred at their schools. Olivia sent her artifacts and participated in the interview before
state testing, and then the observation took place after her school administered the state test.
Finally, Sarah took part in both the interview and observation phase of the data collection after
state testing had concluded. Data collected in connection to state testing were essential because
the time of year could impact the pedagogical approaches being used compared to those in fall
2020, especially during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic.
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For this study, I focused on pedagogical decision-making. However, as Eisner (1998)
noted, the curriculum can be challenging to distinguish from pedagogy. Therefore, the focus was
on how the participants taught ELA; however, participants explained how their curriculum
impacted their pedagogical approaches through discussions. From this distinction, the
participants and I focused on how the “curricula are mediated by a teacher” (Eisner, 1998, p. 77).
The five themes—Curriculum, Administrative Expectations, Targets, Engagement, and
Instructional Strategies—addressed the main research question of how Title I upper elementary
ELA teachers explained their pedagogical decision-making processes. These five significant
themes all played a role in how ELA teachers explained their pedagogical decision-making; they
considered these factors as they chose the methods and activities to use in their teaching.
The first theme, Curriculum, consisted of two subthemes: Pedagogical Constraint and
Pedagogical Deviation. Pedagogical Constraint addressed the freedom teachers lost to teach how
they felt was best for their students because of a curriculum controlling the pedagogy, thus
limiting pedagogical decisions (Nichols & Berliner, 2008). The loss of freedom was consistent
with Stecher’s (2014) discussion about curriculum narrowing. Teachers discussed not
incorporating science to establish a cross-curricular design. For example, Chloe revealed her
school eliminated social studies and science, and Sarah explained, “every Monday we do
Science. I wish we [did] Science more, but it's just a one-day thing….” As a result of the
emphasis on math and ELA, teachers faced pedagogical limitations that resulted in “more
content-focused instruction” (Stecher, 2014, p. 41). The participants reiterated this issue in their
interviews. This narrowing revealed the participants felt constrained in teaching due to strict
guidelines that came from the top down (McNeil, 2000). The second subtheme, Pedagogical
Deviation, was when teachers strayed from a directed curriculum’s stated methods and activities.
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Any deviations from a curriculum being implemented fell into this subtheme, whether
authoritatively approved or not. For example, supplementing curricular materials with outside
materials might be expected of teachers or done surreptitiously. Still, either way was Pedagogical
Deviation because the teachers were not strictly following the prescribed curriculum. In the
findings, teachers demonstrated pedagogical deviation by supplementing with other resources,
explicitly removing parts of the curriculum, and using different teaching methods than what the
curriculum outlined.
The second theme, Administrative Expectations, explained how the role of the school’s
administration impacted Title I upper elementary ELA teachers’ decision-making for choosing
methods and activities to teach. The first subtheme, Pedagogical Concealment, included teachers
making pedagogical decisions inconsistent with their leaderships’ expectations and believing
these choices were in the students’ best interests. This concealment was expressed by Chloe’s
choice not to use the prescribed curriculum even when directed, indicating that “when I asked if I
could not use the curriculum, I was told, no, let's still keep it to 40 minutes a day. But once I
actually was in my classroom, I didn't follow those instructions.” Concerning high-stakes
assessments, the participants in this study explained the pressure they felt to use instructional
practices that would increase scores, not necessarily doing what they thought was best for their
students, because of the pressure from administration (Au, 2009; Santoro, 2018). This “formal
control” (Au, 2009, p. 121) controlled teachers' pedagogy to meet the administration’s
expectations that students were prepared to perform well on assessments. Olivia discussed some
of this pressure as she described her assistant principal this school year: “We're going to have to
teach to the test because…kids have not developed that skill enough….” The pressure put on
teachers to prepare students for the test stemmed from the high stakes attached to these tests.
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Administrators were also aware of the pressures to do well on tests. Chloe showed empathy with
her principal’s push to use test preparation, stating, “I know we get funding based on our test. So
I can't be mad about [the principal encouraging] drill and kill when at the end of the day, that's
how we get our income in so many different ways.”
The Pedagogical Trust subtheme reported on the teachers’ positive relationship with their
administration as teachers felt trusted by the administration to employ effective pedagogical
approaches. Tina described that her principal allowed some pedagogical freedom based on a
teacher’s previous data, including assessment scores and DIBELS scores, to back up their
choices; “She starts pretty much with a lot of trust and then as she needs to she winds it back or
lets you have some leeway based on the data.” Olivia also discussed feeling trusted by the
administration to make pedagogical choices that would benefit the students as she explained her
principal WAs approachable and open to allowing teachers to try different things: “‘Well, maybe
I can do X, Y, and Z.’ [the principal’s] like, ‘Why don't you try it out?’” Having the trust and not
worrying about pushback or getting in trouble was considered when making these decisions. As
participants discussed their administration, it was evident their freedom and the chance of
repercussion influenced what happened in their ELA classroom.
Third, Targets helped us understand how teachers explained their pedagogical decisionmaking in connection with the data collection they had on students and the role high-stakes
assessment played in these decisions. The subtheme Assessment Pedagogy corroborated the
available literature on the role of high-stakes assessments on pedagogy. I chose to create and use
Assessment Pedagogy and not “teaching to the test” for a few reasons. First, these teachers were
not passively teaching to the test; instead, they planned, created, and reinforced teaching
strategies beneficial to their students. They made lessons that prepared students for the

112
assessment. However, their teaching did not simply drill and kill as implied by the “teaching to
the test” descriptor. The assessment pedagogy we discussed and I witnessed involved integrating
technology, creating opportunities for collaboration and discussion, bringing in higher-order
thinking questions, and supplementing the curriculum to prepare students for an assessment that
carried a lot of weight for several stakeholders. While curriculum narrowing was apparent and
discussed, the pedagogy itself was not lacking because of high-stakes assessment preparation.
Second, these teachers were not “item teaching” (Popham, 2001b, p. 16) or teaching the
questions that would show up on the test, and they were not only using pedagogy used on the
assessment (clicking multiple-choice selections on a computer). Instead, these teachers employed
pedagogy that was varied, engaging, and also prepared students for assessment. While this study
did not seek to determine if there was inequality in the education provided for Title I students
compared to their non-Title I peers, Freire (1970) discussed the implications of students
becoming “receptacles” to be “filled” by the teachers. Although the participants in this study
revealed some frustration with the assessment pedagogy they felt they participated in, the
teachers felt pressure to have their students perform well on tests. Therefore, they were
encouraged to teach in ways to ensure that happened. The high-stakes assessment consequences
focused on the tests and supported Au’s (2007b) claim that teachers focused on these
assessments to guide their practice.
Fourth, the participants explained the role engagement played in their pedagogical
decision-making. Although the high-stakes assessment was a critical piece of the decisionmaking process, the participants were aware of the necessity to engage their students with the
content. With the access to technology, participants explained how they engaged students by
using computers, videos, and other online platforms like PearDeck and Nearpod. As Tina
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explained, “we've been using Nearpod a lot which has been really helpful. You can put your
entire PowerPoint in Nearpod and make the slides interactive.” Technology is a tool for
engagement and a pedagogical tool the teachers purposefully selected as an integral part of their
decision-making processes. With this, teachers, even when constrained by assessment pedagogy
and a narrow curriculum, found ways to encourage collaboration to increase student engagement
in ELA. Sarah regularly created ways to incorporate collaboration: “I personally love teamwork,
and I love collaboration, and I love kids working with each other.”
The final theme, Supportive Instructional Strategies, highlighted the participants'
awareness about what their students needed as individuals to be successful. Using a gradual
release model to slowly remove the supports provided to the students, these teachers were in tune
with how to guide their students to succeed in the ELA content. For example, Olivia explained
how, even with a strict curriculum, she could alter the lessons' sequence to provide support for
her students: “Friday is [our] introduction of vocabulary, the first read of a story…When they
come back on a Monday, we have already gone over the vocabulary.” By altering when the
lessons began, Friday to Thursday instead of Monday to Friday, Olivia provided supports for her
students to allow more success. The utilization of Direct Instruction to start off the week and
then scaling back supported Swanson et al.’s (1999) and Becker’s (1977) claims that it allowed
for quick teacher feedback. However, the participants discussed and were observed also using
the gradual release model “I Do, We Do, You Do” as they slowly pulled back support
(Campbell, 2009). Also, the teachers discussed the value in having visual supports around the
classroom so students could access content information as they needed it for support. Utilizing
differentiation for their students in a meaningful way was also highlighted as the teachers
acknowledged the varying levels of ability in their classrooms. For example, Sarah, who taught a
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Gifted Talented class explained, “…my gifted and talented students, it's more of…I'm going to
have a quick I do. You guys are going to do a lot together and then a You do. It's more of like an
extension piece.” Finally, using visual supports in the classroom as an instructional tool allowed
the participants to have extra support for their students. Anchor charts that highlighted the
concepts taught along with posted vocabulary gave additional support to their students.
These five themes highlighted the dedication, awareness, and resilience these teachers
possessed to support their students. Their discussions about decision-making processes made me
realize these teachers were well-versed in working around the constraints they felt in trying and
making the pedagogy their own. These teachers did not simply “teach to the test”; this
terminology diminished the resources they spent planning, creating, and implementing effective
pedagogy even when it accounted for improving assessment scores.
Research Question 1a
What are the implications of these pedagogical decisions for Title I upper elementary
ELA students?
Within the identified themes, the subthemes helped answer the implications these
decisions had for the students in Title I schools. The most pronounced implication for these
students was in the theme of Targets and the subtheme Assessment Pedagogy.
Throughout the interviews, teachers discussed the role test preparation played in their
pedagogy. These explanations were consistent with the literature available about how Title I
schools encouraged teachers to adopt pedagogies that helped prepare students for the tests (Au,
2007a; Vogler, 2005). However, with the use of technology for the state assessment, the
inclusion of programs that replicated the test formats kept coming up; for example, Edulastic was
used as a pedagogical tool to drill students in preparation for the question stems, design, and
other test-based skills students would need (Au, 2007b). Olivia described this assessment
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pedagogy: “...we've done Edulastic because of their formatting...it's more similar to what they
will see for [state testing].” The implications were that pedagogical practices were chosen to
improve test scores rather than teach the content so the students received assessment-focused
pedagogy (McGuire, 2007).
Furthermore, these pressures on teachers to teach in a way that did not align with a
teachers’ personal beliefs might increase teacher attrition so students lose quality teachers. For
example, Sarah explained, “This [inability to engage students] really helped me make my
decision to leave the school...I think, my big thing is engagement - in getting kids excited about
the topic more than having them sit there and test.” The conflict between teaching for assessment
and instruction for passion created pressure that, in Sarah’s case, has resulted in her decision to
leave the school as she has too little freedom in her pedagogical decision-making (Perrault,
2000).
Another theme that addressed the implications for the students was Curriculum and the
subtheme Pedagogical Constraint. Within this theme, the participants explained how the
curriculum prevented cross-curricular pedagogy and, therefore, intensified curriculum
narrowing. This phenomenon of curriculum narrowing occurred in two themes: Administrative
Expectations and Assessment Pedagogy. Curriculum narrowing is the phenomenon of giving
tested subjects priority over non-tested topics (Berliner, 2011). The state in which this study took
place directed that fourth grade would only be tested in Math and not in ELA. Sarah explained
how her school narrowed the curriculum even further when they learned of the assessment focus:
I was teaching division that whole week, and then my teammate was teaching…
fractions...so we tried to make it fun, but it's all about testing. They made me stop
teaching Reading for...like two weeks, but it felt like forever.
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This curriculum narrowing had implications for Title I students as von Zastrow (2004) explained
that minority students experienced this phenomenon more than others. For example, Sarah’s
school had 43% Hispanic, 13% Black, and 28% White students, demonstrating the minority
population was receiving curriculum narrowing at high rates. Similarly, Olivia discussed the
challenges she faced in teaching non-tested content at her school as well:
It makes it very difficult for us to do anything cross-curricular. It makes it very difficult
for us to align (test prep) with what we're doing in science or what we're doing in social
studies...which would usually be the times in the past when we didn't have a set
curriculum that I would try to do that.
With 41% Hispanic, 6% Black, and 42% White students, Olivia’s school corroborated
von Zastrow’s (2004) explanation about the significant impact of curriculum narrowing on
minority students. Chloe also explained her school did not teach Science and Social Studies and
they were limited only to ELA and Mathematics in third grade. With a student demographic
breakdown of 51% Hispanic, 22% Black, and 16% White, Chloe’s school was also consistent
with von Zastrow’s explanation.
However, the findings also pointed to positive implications for Title I students based on
the participants’ explanations about their pedagogical decision-making. Concerning Shavelson
and Stern’s (as cited in Duschl & Wright, 1989) chart on teacher’s pedagogical judgments and
decisions, the Instructional Strategies theme addressed the positive implications for Title I
students. For example, the participants in this study made pedagogical decisions based on the
information they had about their students. Chloe explained, “We look at a variety of data points
to help group our kids, which I think is super helpful and beneficial in regards to reviewing the
data.” Sarah further discussed the awareness of students’ different abilities. Making pedagogical
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decisions based on students’ diverse skills was further addressed by Sarah: “I think I use a lot of
the novels with the GT class because we also love all our classes at [School Name]. And then
one of my higher classes, I will also use the novel. But my two lower classes, I have to find
different resources.” The implications for Title I students were that teachers knew their unique
needs and decided how to teach the ELA content based on those needs. Also, teachers were
making decisions with an awareness of the supports their students needed to be successful. For
example, as discussed previously, Tina organized her pedagogy to teach the vocabulary on a
Friday. They returned the next week to read the story for the first time already having the
supports in place for the vocabulary words and definitions. Tina did this with a strong awareness
of her students’ capabilities and needs: “I know with some classes that I've had, vocabulary was
really strong, but in the class I have now, the vocabulary is not very strong, so we've had to pull
in some other resources this year to try and supplement.” This awareness of student needs and
the dedication of these teachers to making sure they were meeting the needs of their students had
positive implications for Title I students. This targeted instruction was to support them in their
growth in ELA content.
So, this study answered Research Question 1a by discussing the themes and subthemes
that intertwined and ultimately impacted the student population. There were both positive and
negative implications for Title I as demonstrated through the discussion of themes.
Research Question 1b
What are the challenges and opportunities created by a Title I upper elementary teacher’s
pedagogical choices?
Q1b was addressed through the data analysis process and explanations teachers gave
about their pedagogical decision-making.
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Challenges
These teachers explained they faced challenges when making pedagogical decisions. As
discussed, there were pressures to teach a certain way coming from the administration and the
need for students to test well loomed over the teachers. Chloe described feeling conflicted with
how she was supposed to teach and what she believed:
I know there's different philosophies on what people believe in regards to teaching to the
test. Do I agree with it? No. But do I want my kids to feel confident when they are taking
the test? Yes. So, there are times when…I probably didn't do the best job of teaching that,
that's why you're not feeling confident. But I want to explicitly teach it so that you can sit
in front of that screen and not get upset or mad and cry and (be) frustrated and angry.
Chloe was able to justify the reasons she employed assessment pedagogy even though she
explained that she did not believe it was necessarily best practice.
The data revealed another challenge related to a limited amount of teaching time—
limiting the pedagogical approaches that fit into their designated time block. Sarah explained,
“Sometimes, we cut things out because …‘We don't have the time to do that, or we don't have
the time to plan for that.’”
Opportunities
The data indicated some opportunities existed for teachers to be innovative to address
student weaknesses in this Title 1 environment. Having an administration strongly committed to
helping students achieve allowed pedagogical freedom to target weaknesses with methods and
activities that deviated from the curriculum but spoke to those students. So, while there were
times teachers felt boxed in, they also reported this kind of support. Also, Title I teachers cited
the pedagogical opportunities created by an abundance of technology. Since 2017, every student
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in the participants’ schools had a web-enabled computer for their use in school and software
determined by their districts. Talking to teachers uncovered the strong knowledge they had about
computer programs they could use and how they incorporated them into their pedagogy. This
capability to integrate technology into lessons grew stronger as they taught online. In addition,
each student had an assigned computer to take home with them as a part of the COVID-19
response. As a result, participants voiced their well-informed reviews of how well particular
software served their students’ needs.
Implications
Five themes that emerged from the data (Curriculum, Administrative Expectations,
Targets, Engagement, and Instructional Strategies) characterized how teachers explained their
ELA pedagogical decision-making in Title I schools. With these findings, there were
implications to be considered.
First, and most notable in the available literature, is the impact of high-stakes assessment
on pedagogical approaches. The assessment pedagogy used to prepare students for high stakes
tests and curriculum narrowing to increase test scores diminished student opportunities in other
areas of learning, like the arts. Also, the pressure for teachers to implement assessment pedagogy
detracted from more creative options like project-based learning. The phenomenon of teachers
modifying their pedagogical practices in favor of an assessment-focused approach was consistent
with research that teachers focused on tested content (Berliner, 2011). Further, teachers
explained they disagreed with this practice even though they felt it was necessary. So, teachers
implementing assessment pedagogy did not simply “teach to the test.” My data showed teachers
saw “drill and kill” multiple-choice approaches to assessment pedagogy did not serve the diverse
needs of students. Therefore, they used their resources to provide creative ways to prepare
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students—it’s still assessment pedagogy but it’s engaging. Administration pressure to have
students ready for a test trickles down onto the teachers.
The second implication is the teachers and administration need to build a shared vision of
what pedagogical approaches are appropriate for supplementing the curriculum. With this,
fostering a culture of collaboration among teachers and administration could help align the
pedagogical beliefs in the schools so teachers do not feel as though they are rebellious when
making these decisions and carrying them out. The pedagogical concealment discussed and
observed made it evident there was some discrepancy between what the classroom teachers’
methods and activity choices were and what the administration supported. Ongoing professional
development for the staff, with administration in attendance, would be beneficial in aligning
these beliefs.
Another implication is the limitation of a prescribed curriculum. The teachers in this
study explained the curriculum did not always meet the needs of their students. Within these
programs were scripted ways to teach, which were often not engaging, took up too much time of
the ELA block, or did not meet the needs of the students. Providing a curriculum that
accomplishes prescribed goals is essential. It is vital to provide resources and support for
teachers to make professional decisions to supplement the curriculum with pedagogies they
believe would better target their students’ needs.
Finally, the findings indicated teachers and students benefited from their administration,
other adults in the building, and technology. Participants explained they had teaching
professionals who could push in to help students or pull out students to different grade levels to
provide their level of instruction without putting extra work and responsibilities on the classroom
teacher. The collaboration and support in a school building would require schools to ensure their
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budget could afford the additional support for their teachers. This implication also highlighted
the necessity to have teachers supporting each other through data chats, lesson planning, and
supporting students’ unique needs during the lessons. Computer-related technology is another
form of support that is imperative in schools and for online access. The discussions around
technology revealed it as a necessary pedagogical tool to prepare students for assessment or
supplement direct instruction. The teachers explained this was a trend before the COVID-19
pandemic. In this case, regular professional development in technology is essential as it changes
frequently and is becoming more collaborative, so there must be a common knowledge and skills
base among educational professionals.
Limitations
Although I discussed the implications of this study, it would not be complete unless I also
identified the following limitations: demographics of the participants, grade level taught,
researcher experiences, and the timing of the study.
The first limitation of the study was in the demographics of the participants. All four
participants in the study were female. For the study’s purposes, it was not necessary to recruit a
diverse teacher population; however, it would be beneficial to determine if these experiences in
decision-making would be different for male teachers and female teachers, for example.
The next limitation was although I put forth great effort in recruiting participants, I could
not recruit a fifth grade Title I ELA teacher. Therefore, this study sought to understand upper
elementary Title I teachers but, notably, the final grade of elementary school was not in the data.
The next limitation was this study only took place in the Spring semester, specifically
between March and May, of the school year when state assessments occurred. For this reason, it
would be valuable to replicate it throughout the entire year and not just during the high-stakes
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testing season. It would be insightful to assess if decision-making explanations, student needs
tracking, and assessment approaches shifted over an entire school year. Also, more themes might
be identified and transformed by following the teachers for a whole school year.
Another limitation was the data collection took place between March and May in the
Spring semester of 2021 during the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic impacted
schools and classrooms throughout the school year, which almost certainly affected participant
attitudes. Due to the pandemic restrictions, virtual teaching meant the teachers could not use
personal contact to evaluate teaching effectiveness. Also, observing a class virtually meant I
could not see the students and how they responded to the instruction, which I could have seen if
observations were allowed to be conducted in person. The observations revealed teachers who
had overcome obstacles such as adjusting their teaching to implement their school’s pandemic
plan.
Further, the study participants represented the kind of resilience teachers possess.
However, this research taking place during a pandemic was not necessarily a limitation as it
revealed a lot about how pandemics influenced teacher decision-making and required
adaptability. Nonetheless, the findings also might not be applicable once the pandemic is over.
To counteract this, throughout the interviews, I did remind the participants to pull on their
experiences from their entire time in the classroom and not just the 2020-2021 school year.
Recommendations for Future Research
Three recommendations for future research pertain to this case study research: (a) study
teachers in non-Title I schools; (b) utilize a mixed-methods approach to gather data; and (c)
explore the administrations’ perspectives on pedagogical decision-making of their teachers.
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Teachers in Other Settings
Research should examine how upper elementary ELA teachers in non-Title I schools
explained their pedagogical decision-making processes and how they carried their implications
for the student populations at those schools. This would be valuable in comparing and
contrasting how Title I and non-Title I teachers make pedagogical decisions and the challenges
and opportunities they face. Researching non-Title I teachers would allow the research to
examine the impact school types have on decision-making for teachers. It would be valuable to
study non-Title I public schools, charter schools, and private schools to conclude teacher
decision-making. This research would also determine if the claims that Title I schools and
minority student populations received assessment pedagogy at higher rates than their non-Title I
counterparts.
Using a Mixed-Methods Approach
While qualitative research is valuable, especially in understanding the reasons behind
teacher decision-making, this study could be conducted on a larger scale by using a mixedmethods approach, i.e., sending out a survey to a large pool of teachers to identify more themes
or highlight the most impactful ones. Also, using mixed methods could guide the interview
questions to focus on the quantitative data already collected. Having both types of information
would be valuable in understanding the decision-making process on a large scale with follow-up
qualitatively to understand the in-depth explanations of how these decisions were made.
Administration Perspectives on
Pedagogical Decision-Making
Another valuable contribution to the literature on decision-making would be studying
how the administration perceives pedagogical decision-making and then align it with the
teachers. Following up this study with a qualitative approach to how administrators view teacher
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decision-making in the ELA content within Title I schools could reveal another opportunity for
more aligned professional development and ways to support school buildings. Research that sets
forth how the administration views the influences of their teachers’ decision-making processes
would benefit the educational community.
Contributions of This Study
This research study provided contributions to education in a few fields. First, there were
contributions to existing research and current literature on teacher decision-making in Title I
schools. Second, this study contributed to K-12 practitioners including teachers, administrators,
and districts; also, there were takeaways for teacher education. Finally, this study had a personal
impact on me as an educator and researcher.
Contributions to Literature
This study contributed to the current literature in two ways. First, the findings
corroborated what has been claimed by other researchers and second, the results expanded on
decision-making. This study supported the claims about pedagogical decision-making in Title I
schools and responded to high-stakes assessments. The findings supported claims from
researchers that a strict curriculum made teachers feel limited in the pedagogical approaches they
could use in their classrooms. Also, through my study, I determined that curriculum narrowing
was happening in these classrooms due to the assessment. These findings were consistent with
existing literature and expanded on what has currently been published (Amrein & Berliner,
2002b; Au, 2007b, 2009, 2011; Berliner, 2011; Darling-Hammond, 2004; Groves, 2002;
Gunzenhauser, 2003; Marchant & Paulson, 2005; McNeil, 2000; Nichols & Berliner, 2007;
Nichols et al., 2005; Santoro, 2018; Stecher, 2014; Toppo, 2007; von Zastrow, 2004). It
explained how teachers navigated their decision-making procedures amid constraints imposed by
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the prescribed curriculum and their administration’s expectations. These teachers described
being rebellious and going against expectations to meet their students’ needs. Study participants
explained how their pedagogical decision-making processes were intentional as they described
the roles data, engagement, and student support requirements played in their decision-making.
Contributions to Kindergarten Through
Grade 12 Practitioners
In the K-12 setting, the findings were significant to drive practice in schools and develop
professional development. For classroom teachers, the results supported that teachers were
capable of strong pedagogies as they might need to deviate from expectations to meet student
needs. The pedagogical decision-making processes teachers used were valid, intentional, and
specific to the students in their classrooms. The findings supported taking chances, straying from
the curriculum, and deviating from expectations. With a supportive administration that trusts
their teachers, there were ways to follow the district-level guidelines while allowing teachers to
make their own pedagogical decisions. Teachers appreciated the freedom to adapt their teaching
to meet students’ needs, which in this study were those of their Title I students.
For administrators, the findings highlighted the importance of a trusting administration.
The participants discussed the role trust played in their pedagogical decision-making when
having open discussions about what they wanted to do in their classrooms and the reasons for
those choices. Although the choices sometimes seemed to be deliberate insubordination, teachers
were making intentional choices rooted in what they believed would help their students. Also,
with a lot at stake with assessments, teachers felt the pressure. Although scores were a major
concern, when allowed to differentiate, adjust, and supplement their curriculum, teachers
prepared students to do well on the assessment and prepared them for the next grade level and
beyond.
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The findings of this study could influence district-level curriculum experts as an
opportunity to reflect on the repercussions a scripted curriculum with little wiggle room could
have on students. The teachers in this study were aware of the rigid curriculum, its limitations on
their teaching, and how the curriculum fell short of providing their Title I students what they
needed. A curriculum that does not build essential background knowledge, does not allow
differentiation for students, lacks engagement strategies, and removes teachers’ abilities to best
support their students could hinder quality education. Instead, these teachers found ways to use
the curriculum as a guide as they picked and chose what worked for them and their students,
built onto it, and deviated from it when necessary. Trust your teachers.
Finally, professional development could continue to expose teachers to pedagogical
approaches by helping guide teachers in different practices to supplement their curriculum,
differentiate for their students, and increase engagement.
Contributions to Teacher Education
This study supported the inclusion of teaching prospective teachers how to make
decisions for their students based on student data, building engagement, and supporting various
learning styles. With an emphasis on learning how to follow a curriculum, teachers are currently
missing out on the importance of their decision-making processes and their validity in the
classroom. Teaching strategies on how to best utilize technology in creative ways, increase
engagement with fun collaborative projects, and pull other resources to support the curriculum
benefits future teachers in understanding their own impact on their students. This stresses that a
teacher’s decision-making matters because what they do in their classroom has a lasting effect on
students’ learning and perceptions of school.
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Contributions to the Researcher
Through this study, I learned about myself as both an educator and a researcher. To say it
bluntly, through the discussions I had with teachers, I realized classroom teaching, with the lack
of trust and respect teachers receive from other stakeholders, might be in my past. Although I
love teaching and am passionate about Title I education, teachers are overwhelmed daily by
feeling the need to justify their teaching actions, hide decisions being made for fear of
repercussions, and make choices contrary to direction that align with their professional beliefs.
After reflecting on the process and my takeaways, I want to give teachers a voice, an outlet to
stand up for what they believe, and fight to have the profession continue to call to passionate
teachers who will do what is best for our future generations. So, where do I go from here? As a
military spouse and mom to a toddler, I want to continue focusing on research about the impact
of high-stakes assessments on teachers, the decision-making process, and Title I schools. I am
grateful for what I have learned about myself and my future goals through this study and am
forever thankful to the participants for speaking about their realities with me.
Conclusion
This study illustrated that teacher pedagogical decision-making processes are complex
and intricate. This study outlined the merits of teachers’ decision-making processes and
suggested many factors they consider when making pedagogical decisions for ELA content. It
presents a call to action to allow more freedom for teachers to make pedagogical decisions they
feel are aligned with their students’ needs. As professionals, teachers are aware of their students’
needs and can make decisions in their best interests. With ongoing research on teacher decisionmaking, we need to fill in the gaps on Title I and non-Title I teachers to understand their
similarities and differences. By understanding what influences these processes, we can begin to
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understand better the systems that affect them. The stakes are high in education and we are in a
position to improve the system.
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CONSENT FORM FOR HUMAN PARTICIPANTS IN RESEARCH
University of Northern Colorado
Title:Upper Elementary Teacher Pedagogical Decision Making for ELA in Title I and non-Title I Schools
Researcher:
Genevieve Skinner Prater, MA, Doctoral Candidate; skin5352@bears.unco.edu, (XXX)XXX-XXXX
Research Advisor: James Erekson, Ph.D., School of Teacher Education
Phone: 970-351-1756
Email: james.erekson@unco.edu
Co-Research Advisor: Kimberly Mahovsky, Ed.D., School of Teacher Education
Phone:970-351-1029
Email: kimberly.mahovsky@unco.edu
Purpose and Background:
Teachers face pressure to implement curriculum so that their students are proficient with the
content. Due to an increase in high-stakes testing in grades 3-5 and a focus on English Language Arts
(ELA) instruction with these tests, it is important to understand teacher decision-making for the pedagogy
they use in their ELA classroom. The purpose of this multiple case study is to provide a holistic
understanding of teacher decision making for ELA content in grades 3-5.
Data will be collected for analysis using three methods: one-on-one virtual interviews, the
gathering of artifacts including a video tour of the classroom, and possibly a real time virtual and
recorded classroom lesson observation. There will be one virtual interview that will last 60-90 minutes to
take place off site. Prior to the interview, participants will be supplied with the definition of pedagogy as
“how content knowledge is taught” (Au, 2009, p. 117) by understanding the way the teacher chooses to
transmit the content to the students (McEwan & Bull, 1991). To further elaborate, pedagogy is the
methods teachers use to teach their subject matter. So, pedagogy, for the purposes of the study will
include the learning activities a teacher selects to implement in their classroom and the methods by which
they implement it.
This interview will be audio recorded, transcribed by a professional transcriptionist, and coded by
the researcher to develop themes for building an understanding of how teachers perceive their
pedagogical intentions. During the interview, participants will be asked to discuss artifacts that they bring
and their classroom tour. Four of the 12 participants will be asked to partake in a virtual 45 minute ELA
lesson observation (in real time and recorded) with only the teacher in view. These participants will
partake in a 15-30 minute follow up virtual interview to discuss the lesson.
Participants will allow the researcher to assign them a pseudonym before the research study takes
place, for all analysis and reporting purposes. Transcripts of interviews and other digital artifacts will be
kept in password protected Google Drive folder for three years before being permanently deleted
If you agree to participate in this research study, the following will occur:
● You will answer questions about your pedagogical intentions in a 60 minute virtual interview
● You will be asked to provide artifacts that reflect your pedagogical approaches to ELA instruction
● Pending the COVID-19 situation, you may be observed for one 45 minute ELA lesson
_____________
(Participant Initials)
Page 1 of 2
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Confidentiality: Although confidentiality cannot be guaranteed, every effort will be made to maintain
confidentiality. Confidentiality will be maintained through the use of pseudonyms for the participants.
The notes from the interviews and observations will be kept in a password protected One Drive file. In
addition, the interview audio recordings, taped lessons, artifacts, and transcripts will be kept in a
password protected One Drive file. Audio recordings will be deleted once transcripts have been written
and analyzed. The results of this study may be published in professional literature however, no
publication will contain information that will identify you. After transcription, identifying information
will be removed. All files related to participant interviews will be kept for three years and then deleted.
Any paper documentation will be shredded at the three year mark.
Risks: The foreseeable risks in this study include possible stress as participants are being audio recorded
during interviews and possibly observed by the researcher. If emotional distress occurs, the UNC
Counseling Center may be contacted for free counseling services. Contact information is listed below.
UNC Counseling Center
1901 10th Ave., Greeley, CO 80639
970-351-2496
Benefits: The foreseeable benefits of participating in this study include the opportunity to discuss and
reflect on your own teaching practices and the possibility of forming new perceptions of your own
approaches to teaching. By participating in this study, you are helping build a professional teaching
database in this area of study.
Costs: The cost of participating in this study is the time invested to participate in the interviews.
Compensation will include a $25 gift card to a big box store (Target).
Questions: If you have any questions about the study, you may contact the researcher by phone or email.
You may also contact the research advisor or co-research advisor by phone or email.
Participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate in this study and if you begin participation,
you may still decide to stop and withdraw at any time. Your decision will be respected and will not result
in loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. Having read the above and having had an
opportunity to ask any questions, please sign below if you would like to participate in this research. A
copy of this form will be given to you to retain for future reference. If you have any concerns about your
selection or treatment as a research participant, please contact Nicole Morse, Research Compliance
Manager, Office of Research & Sponsored Programs, 970-351-1910 or nicole.morse@unco.edu
Participant’s Signature __________________________________________Date___________
Researcher’s Signature__________________________________________Date___________
Page 2 of 2
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Interview Questions
RQ1: What factors influence Title I and non-Title I 3rd through 5th grade ELA teachers’
pedagogical decisions?
1. Tell me about the best ELA lesson you feel you ever taught, what pedagogy did you use

and why do you think it was successful?
2. Explain your thoughts on why ELA is taught.
3. Discuss your processes when planning ELA lessons.
4. What pedagogical approaches do you use for ELA instruction? Why?
5. How do you select which pedagogical tools to use for your ELA lessons? What factors do

you consider?
6. Do you feel prepared and supported to employ different approaches to ELA instruction?
7. Discuss any limitations put on your freedom to select pedagogical approaches to your

lessons. If you feel there aren’t any, please explain.
8. What role do the students’ characteristics play in your selection of teaching methods?
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Observation Checklist
(Adapted from Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p.141)
The following table will be used when observing the 45 min ELA lessons
Lesson Objective/Standard:
Physical Setting

-Time of day/class being taught
-Desk set up
-Lighting
-Technology
-Anchor charts
-Student samples
-Other physical displays and organization in the room

Participants

-Number of students
-Demographic of class (may need to be provided by
teacher)
-Grade level
-Organization of students
-Teacher/Support/Other

Activities and
Interactions

-Sequence of ELA lesson-specific
-Classroom interactions
-Structure of activities
-When did activity begin? How long does it last? Typical
or Unusual?
-Tools used (ppt, thinking maps, Kagan tools etc)
-Demonstration of learning

Conversation

-Content of conversations
-Content of Teacher to class
-Who speaks to whom?
-Who is listening?
-Note direct quotes, silences, and non verbal
communication

Subtle Factors

-Informal or unplanned activities
-Nonverbal communication
-What is not happening that should be?
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Recruitment Letters
Facebook:
Teacher Friends! I am conducting a study to complete my EdD research project. I am in need of
3rd, 4th and 5th grade ELA teachers to participate. Below is a brief abstract of the study.
Participation would include being interviewed virtually, providing artifacts, and possibly being
asked to partake in one 45-minute virtual lesson observation.
If you are interested, please send me a PM. Thank you
This study is an exploration of the pedagogical decision making process for English Language
Arts teachers in grades three through five in Title I and non-Title I schools. The characteristics of
Title I and non-Title I schools vary, which may have an influence on how teachers at these
schools perceive pedagogy for English Language Arts content. This multiple case study seeks to
(1) determine the factors that influence teachers’ pedagogical decisions when planning ELA
instruction, (2) describe the role high-stakes assessments play in making these pedagogical
decisions, and (3) identify similarities and differences between how Title I and non-Title I
teachers make these pedagogical decisions through the use of interviews, artifact collection, and
observations
Email:
Potential Participant Name,
Your name was given to me as a potential participant for a study I am conducting to complete
my EdD research project. Below is an abstract of what this study will seek to do. Participation
would include being interviewed virtually, providing artifacts, and possibly being asked to
partake in one 45-minute virtual lesson observation.
This study is an exploration of the pedagogical decision making process for English Language
Arts teachers in grades three through five in Title I and non-Title I schools. The characteristics of
Title I and non-Title I schools vary, which may have an influence on how teachers at these
schools perceive pedagogy for English Language Arts content. This multiple case study seeks to
(1) determine the factors that influence teachers’ pedagogical decisions when planning ELA
instruction, (2) describe the role high-stakes assessments play in making these pedagogical
decisions, and (3) identify similarities and differences between how Title I and non-Title I
teachers make these pedagogical decisions through the use of interviews, artifact collection, and
observations
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Observation Checklist (Adapted from Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p.141)
The following table will be used when observing the 45 min ELA lessons
Teacher: Olivia
Lesson Objective/Standard: I will be able to identify the author’s POV and determine if I agree or disagree with that
POV
Physical
Setting

-Time of day/class being taught
-Desk set up
-Lighting
-Technology
-Anchor charts
-Student samples
-Other physical displays and
organization in the room

-Morning/Virtual Class
-No desks
-All students are logged into computers
-No anchor charts or other visuals displayed behind teacher
-I can only see the teacher with a plain brick wall behind her. She
shares her screen

Activities and
Interactions

-Sequence of ELA lesson-specific
-Classroom interactions
-Structure of activities
-When did activity begin? How
long does it last? Typical or
Unusual?
-Tools used (ppt, thinking maps,
Kagan tools etc)
-Demonstration of learning

-Using Wonders Curriculum
-Start with review of Obj
-Sticky Note activity on Cami (technology)
-Students scroll through the story and make a prediction on what
they think will happen
-Kids take turns reading aloud (teacher stops to ask questions)
-Prediction chart is seen.
-Detail 1: TEACHER LED (I DO): Jack thinks the princess is special
and deserves a beautiful cake. He wants to impress her.
Teacher types it on her screen and kids copy (3 min)
-Vocabulary words are bold and highlighted
-Student reads and they ask for detail 2.
-Teacher types the detail and kids copy onto theirs
-A lot of background noise from the student homes and cameras
going on and off
-After Detail Chart is done they pause and do an “I Wonder Chart”
Students each share what they wonder
-Students read (this takes a LOT of the time of the lesson as kids lose
their place and some read slower than others)

Conversation

-Content of conversations
-Content of Teacher to class
-Who speaks to whom?
-Who is listening?
-Note direct quotes, silences, and
non verbal communication

-Teacher guiding conversations.
-Gradual Release through the detail chart
-For Detail 2 teacher asks for a detail (there is no partner talk since
they are all on the computers)
-Student called on: Jack feels like that’s the only way to get the cake
to the princess.
-Teacher types D2: Jack feels like he didn’t have any other choice to
get across the bridge but to give the troll half the cake
-Detail 3 a student shares: Jack is scared going through the woods
but is still grateful for what is left on his cake. Student: I think it is
unfair they are taking thigns off Jack’s cake. Student: The troll is too
greedy.
-I Wonder Chat. Students fill out and then share:
“I wonder if he is going to make it to the princess with everything on
there”
-“I wonder if he has a crush on the princess”
-I wonder if he will be able to make it there with cake”
-“I wonder if the wind will ruin more of the cake”
-I wonder if the princess will be impressed with what is left of the
cake”

Subtle Factors

-Informal or unplanned activities
-Nonverbal communication
-What is not happening that
should be?

-Mostly having to stop and redirect students who are on computers.
-Some tech issues and students losing their spots
-Nonverbal communication is mostly teacher nodding her head since
it is virtual
-I didn’t make a connection to point of view.
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Observation Checklist (Adapted from Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p.141)
The following table will be used when observing the 45 min ELA lessons
Teacher: Tina
Lesson Objective/Standard: Students will use evidence to describe characters personalities
Physical
Setting

-Time of day/class being taught
-Desk set up
-Lighting
-Technology
-Anchor charts
-Student samples
-Other physical displays and
organization in the room

-Morning. Some students in person. Other students are logged in at
the same time virtually
-All students have a laptop in front of them on their desk. Virtual
students are logged in and seen on the polly.
-Dojo points being used
-Near Pod (students on microsoft teams as well)
-I see anchor charts around the room
-Student desks are set up in socially distanced rows
-All in person students have a book as well. Virtual students have the
book on their computer

Activities and
Interactions

-Sequence of ELA lesson-specific
-Classroom interactions
-Structure of activities
-When did activity begin? How
long does it last? Typical or
Unusual?
-Tools used (ppt, thinking maps,
Kagan tools etc)
-Demonstration of learning

-Begin with reviewing Obj. Teacher reviews “personality”=what a
character says, thinks, and how they act.
-Teacher leads discussion about previous parts of the story (about 5
min)-sidenote: this book seems a little brutal
-Students get onto NearPod and pull out their book “Wood
Runners”which takes place during the Civil War (today is chapters
5-6 (Takes 3 min for everyone to be ready to go)
-I am shocked to hear some of the content about dead bodies!
-Students have a Graphic Organizer to fill out as they read
-Popcorn reading takes place by paragraph. Virtual students are
popcorning among themselves, they keep losing where they are
supposed to be. Teacher is walking around supporting in person
students and goes around to also support virtual.(10 min of popcorn
reading)
-Teacher giving Dojo points and using it to chat with students
-Nearpod used to answer questions and draw pictures (LOVE
students can show their learning through art as well!) Students given
2 min
-Teacher reads a section to the class and asks close ended, thumbs up
or down questions (5 questions takes 2 min)
-Releases students to answer some questions on NearPod while she
checks answers on her computer (5 min)
-Students asked to pair up and talk about how Samuel is feeling (2
min)
-Teacher asks groups to share:
-Students: amazed, grateful, amazed, hopeful, werid.
-Teacher: Why does he feel this way?
-Student: Samuel wants to find his parents
-Students return to desk to fill out Graphic Organzier. Sentence stem
is provided at the top of the NearPod Slide: This shows Samuel is
____because____.
We Do: students work in partners
-What is Samuel thinking and what does that tell us about Samuel?
-In person kids working together and typing in.
-Virtual kids doing same together. EVERYONE types in a complete
sentence.
-4 Corners activity: 4 words to describe Samuel are posted. Studetns
pick the one they feel is the best to describe him (Brave, Patience,
Confidence, Fearless) and must have text evidence ready to support.
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Conversation

-Content of conversations
-Content of Teacher to class
-Who speaks to whom?
-Who is listening?
-Note direct quotes, silences, and
non verbal communication

-Teacher posing a lot of open ended questions.
-All students speak in complete sentences and are asked to both
expand on their thinking and use text evidence.
-Teacher asks for predictions of what will happen in the story.
Student make predictions, talk together, use text evidence.
-Teacher asks about Obj again.
-Student: We will look for Samuel’s thoughts and why he thought
that.
-After students get to a stopping point:
-Teacher: What action does someone who is angry do?
-Student: They look angry. They hit something (Virtual students are
typing examples).
Below conversation: teacher had students do turn and talks before
sharing out to the class for each one.
-Teacher: Show me how someone can look angry (Students all make
mean faces and she praises them-I cant see their faces but that is
what I gathered)
-Teacher: What might someone say if they are angry?
-Online kids: They will yell!
-In person student: Call people mean names.
-Teacher: What might you think if you are angry?
-Student: Get Revenge!
-

Subtle Factors

-Informal or unplanned activities
-Nonverbal communication
-What is not happening that should
be?

-Teacher leading discussions that were misunderstood.
-Teacher proximity to students
-Teacher nodding or shaking her head
-
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TINA’S SAMPLE LESSON DEMONSTRATING
COLLABORATION

PowerPoint created by Tina (pseudonym)
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TINA’S SAMPLE LESSON SHOWING GRADUAL RELEASE
This has been adapted to only show the gradual release portion of the lesson plan

Monday
I do: Read Should Schools Be
Year Round. Metacognition of the
two types of opinions.
We do and we do together: After
Reading the article, we will look
at the prompt and work together
to dissect the prompt. Circle clue
words. Underline the question or
topic. Box the article where you
need to pull information from.
Explain the task you are
completing.
We do and we do together: We
will complete TAG together. We
will then # our 3 Reasons for our
opinion. I will show how to find
evidence for reasons and how to
highlight them. Students will then
highlight their evidence for
reasoning in the article with three
different colors.
You do: Students will do the last
part of the plan by themselves.

Tuesday

Wednesday

Start the writing process

Writing Process

Mini Lesson: Finding Relevant
Evidence in the text. Use both
points of view. Find the evidence
and talk about why it would work
and why certain evidence would
not work.

Mini Lesson: Grouping
information for
organization. Students
will start an
unorganized plan t
group related
information.

We Do: Students will write
introductions for their opinion
piece, and we will share out.
We Do Together: Remind
students that they need reasons to
back up their opinion. Students
will work with partners to form
their first paragraph. They will
need a reason, evidence for their
reasoning, and an explanation for
their evidence. Partners will help
one another check to make sure
their evidence is relevant based on
mini lesson.

Independent Work:
Students will work on
their essays (paragraph
2and 3) using the blue
folders and moving
their magnet as needed.
Conferencing will begin
after students self-edit
their work.
I will be working with
students who need the
extra support.

Thursday
Finishing, Editing, and
Conferencing
Mini Lesson: Grouping
information for organization.
Students will start an
unorganized plan t group
related information.
Finishing, Editing, and
Conferencing
You Do: Students will finish
their body paragraphs and
conclusions. While they are
waiting on me to check their
writing and conference about
it, they will be using their goal
sheets to revise and edit their
own work. As students get
done, they will work on
publishing a previous piece.

Friday
Finishing, Editing, and Conferencing
You Do: Students will finish their
body paragraphs and conclusions.
While they are waiting on me to
check their writing and conference
about it, they will be using their goal
sheets to revise and edit their own
work. As students get done, they will
work on publishing a previous piece.
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TINA’S SAMPLE LESSON FOR VOCABULARY INTEGRATION

PowerPoint created by Tina (pseudonym)

PowerPoint adapted by Tina (pseudonym)
Original: Stewart (2020)
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Observation Checklist (Adapted from Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p.141)
The following table will be used when observing the 45 min ELA lessons
Teacher: Chloe
Lesson Objective/Standard:Students will determine the main idea of a text.
Physical
Setting

-Time of day/class being taught
-Desk set up
-Lighting
-Technology
-Anchor charts
-Student samples
-Other physical displays and
organization in the room

-Morning/below grade level class is being taught
-I cannot see desk set up since students are not in view.
I assume it is set up the same way the image the teacher
sent me
-All lights are on
-Teacher screen displayed on SmartBoard and
television.
-TECHNOLOGY: SmartBoard display, Kagan Timer
display, PPT, Document camera, PearDeck, NearPod
-Seems all students have a laptop in front of them. They
are using NearPod and PearDeck
-I see, behind the teacher’s desk anchor charts that
show sentence stems.
-I cannot see the rest of the room

Activities and
Interactions

-Sequence of ELA lesson-specific
-Classroom interactions
-Structure of activities
-When did activity begin? How long
does it last? Typical or Unusual?
-Tools used (ppt, thinking maps,
Kagan tools etc)
-Demonstration of learning

-She is using a ppt from Teachers pay Teachers to teach
Main Idea….this is NOT using the curriculum.
-I am not seeing any mention of the curriculum at all.
Students do not pull out books, there is no mention of
Wit and Wisdom.
-Sentence stems are being used
-Gradual Release with teacher I DO portion up front (5
min)
-A lot of student turn and talks (There is a TON of
discussion happening-most is led by the teacher, but
most of it is student to student discussions followed up
with whole group)-Turn and talks all have time limits,
30 sec each partner
-Teacher gives guidance on how to discuss-sentence
stems, who talks first, etc.
-Teacher also pulls sticks after student talks to choose
who shares their answers.
-on their computers students are typing answers and the
teacher appears to be reviewing what they type from
her computer and providing feedback in real time
Post-It Notes are passed out for students to write “The
Main Idea of the photograph is ____” (3 min to do this)
-Students are reading a short text on their screen-also
shown on the SmartBoard
-Teacher uses a lot of body movement
-Teacher uses displayed ppt to review answers with text
evidence.
-All students are on laptops (I cannot see the students)
-Short passages for students to read then determine the
main idea of.
-Students on NearPod.on their individual laptops
Teacher typing to the students during the lesson-I
assume she is helping with sentence stems and asking
them questions?
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-Students have interactive notebooks they are asked to
refer to.
-Thinking Map for Main Idea is used
-Students use highlighters for paper Main Idea practice
-Kagan structures for discussions. I see sentence stems
posted as a visual support
-I do portion of gradual release lasts 10 min
-We Do portion (there were 3 of them a we do with
teacher, and 2xwe do with partners) lasted 20 min
because teacher then follows up with their answers
-You do lasts about 5 min
Conversation

-Content of conversations
-Content of Teacher to class
-Who speaks to whom?
-Who is listening?
-Note direct quotes, silences, and
nonverbal communication

-Teacher leading and guiding conversations.
-Students have chances to talk together but it is mostly
teacher led
-Teacher mentions the state assessment: On [state test]
if you see Main Idea ask yourself, “what is the text
mostly about?”
-Content of conversations all around Main Idea
-Teacher asks “What does it mean by repeated words”
students reply: over and over again
-Teacher asks, “When do we use Main Idea?” (Silence)
Teacher: “Main Idea is in an informational text” (She
has students repeat)
Slide changes
-Teacher asks, “What is the title of the passage” (waits
about 15 sec) Calls on a student who says,
“Rainforests”
-Teacher asks, “What do you see in the illustration?”
(waits about 15 sec) Pulls a stick to call on a student, “I
see a tree and some animals”

Subtle
Factors

-Informal or unplanned activities
-Nonverbal communication
-What is not happening that should
be?

-Students stuck on when they use Main Idea. Teacher
goes back and reteaches that Main Idea is in
informational text
-Teacher using body language and movements to
remember main idea (Main Idea is what the text is
MOSTLY about – hands go up over her head)
-I cannot see the entire classroom to make a good call
on what is not happening. It sounds like students are
pretty engaged and the teacher seems to be moving
around.
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APPENDIX L
CHLOE’S SAMPLE LESSON PLAN SHOWING
PEDAGOGICAL DEVIATION
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CHLOE’S SAMPLE LESSON PLAN SHOWING PEDAGOGICAL DEVIATION

PowerPoint created by Chloe (pseudonym)
Passage: Tobin, J (n.d.a)

170

APPENDIX M
SARAH’S OBSERVATION CHECKLIST
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Observation Checklist (Adapted from Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p.141)
The following table will be used when observing the 45 min ELA lessons
Teacher: Sarah
Lesson Objective/Standard: Students will identify figurative phrases
Physical
Setting

-Time of day/class being taught
-Desk set up
-Lighting
-Technology
-Anchor charts
-Student samples
-Other physical displays and
organization in the room

-Morning/below grade level class
-Students working in groups around room-I cannot see
entire classroom
-I do not see any technology being utilized in this lesson in
the part of the room I can see
-There are sentence stems posted, anchor charts are visible
This observation is after the state assessment so a lot of
the charts had to be removed from the walls.
-

Activities
and
Interactions

-Sequence of ELA lesson-specific
-Classroom interactions
-Structure of activities
-When did activity begin? How
long does it last? Typical or
Unusual?
-Tools used (ppt, thinking maps,
Kagan tools etc)
-Demonstration of learning

-Teacher starts with reviewing OBJ and students repeat it
-This lesson does NOT utilize curriculum materials
-Teacher asks, “What is a simile?” Pulls a stick for a
student to reply, “Comparing using like or as.” Teacher
then expands with an example (spends about 5 min
reviewing)
-Teacher continues to review other types of figurative
language (metaphor, hyperbole and onomatopoeia)
-Students receive paper passages and have a chart in dry
erase page coverings with dry erase markers
-Students all have a graphic organizer to utilize to identify
page/figurative language/meaning
-Teacher then begins going through passage with students.
Stops them at big words to get examples (each pause is
about 1 min to discuss until they get to figurative
language)
-Teacher uses examples in sentences (command,
barge,obnoxious)
-Prose Drama Poem
-Students talk to their neighbor about what a poem is and
share with group (2 min)
-Students write a prediction of the poem with a sentence
stem (2 min)
-They read first stanza and look for figurative phrases for
the Graphic Organizer (takes 1 min to read)
-Get to a phrase “I could stay there for eternity” and
students discuss what it means (2 min)
-Add to their GO (2 min)
-Each figurative phrase they pause and discuss
-Student turn and talks with neighbor is utilized for each
one
-Teacher slowly provides less and less support to students
(Gradual Release)
-By stanza 4 students are working independently to locate
and define the figurative phrase
-Students look to anchor chart to help support them in
finding similes and metaphors
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Conversation

-Content of conversations
-Content of Teacher to class
-Who speaks to whom?
-Who is listening?
-Note direct quotes, silences, and
non verbal communication

Subtle
Factors

-Informal or unplanned activities
-Nonverbal communication
-What is not happening that
should be?

-Teacher leads conversations but allows for student talk as
well
-Teacher is guiding class, reviewing past terms they have
learned
-“What is a Simile?” Student: “Comparing using like or
as” Teacher follows up with an example
-Teacher: “Onomatopoeia are words that make sounds!
Who can give me an example?” Calls on student: “Boom!
Bang”
-Go through passage and asks “Tell me a time something
was obnoxious.” Three students share: One about the
cafeteria, one about a babysitter, and one about fighting
-Teacher goes over the word barge by using it in a
sentence.Three students then use in a sentence
-Prose Drama Poem
-Teacher asks them to write what it is and why then
whisper to a neighbor
Student: This is a poem because I see stanzas instead of
paragraphs”/”Poem because I see rhyming words”
-Teacher asks students to write a prediction using the
stem: I predict…
Poem Title is Rise and Shine
Students share predictions” I predict she is tired”
Teacher asks, “I could stay there for eternity. What does
this mean” Students share in partners then are called on:
“This means she doesn’t want to move” Students add to
GO for hyperbole
-Students keep referring to anchor chart about figurative
phrases.
Teacher asks what it means (I missed part of this)
something about trying to pull an elephant off me
Students share together then one is called on “It is a
hyperbole because its an exaggeration” Another student
“But she is talking about a blanket so it is a metaphor.”
They decide it is a metaphor
-Students then work in partners Gradual Release
Partners share with group what they found. One group:
“We found a simile because it uses like to compare an
alarm clock and a beee. The author is trying to tell us it is
annoying.”
-Students work on own to find figurateive phrase (it’s
about her legs being tree trunks so her legs are hard to
move) They discuss together.
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APPENDIX N
SARAH’S LESSON PLAN SHOWING
ENGAGEMENT STRATEGIES
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APPENDIX O
TINA’S POSTED VOCABULARY
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TINA’S POSTED VOCABULARY
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APPENDIX P
OLIVIA’S GRAPHIC ORGANIZER WITH SENTENCE
STEMS FOR VISUAL SUPPORT
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OLIVIA’S SAMPLE SENTENCE STEMS FOR VISUAL SUPPORT
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APPENDIX Q
TINA’S SAMPLE LESSON PLAN SHOWING
DATA COLLECTION
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TINA’S LESSON PLAN SHOWING DATA COLLECTION
Monday
Date:

Feb 22

Tuesday
Date:

Feb 23

Wednesday
Date:

Feb 24

Thursday
Date:

Feb 25

Friday
Date:

Feb 26

Standard: RL/RI 4

Standard: RL4.1

Standard: RL4.1

Standard: RL4.3

Standard: RL4.3

Objective: I can
read at a 4th Grade
Level.

Objective: I will generate
and answer questions
about a text by completing
a read/think/wonder.

Objective: I will generate and
answer questions about a text
by completing a
read/think/wonder.

Objective: I can describe a
character in a text and use
text evidence to best
support my answer.

Objective: I can describe
a character in a text and
use text evidence to best
support my answer.

Resources: QS 14
and 16, Dibels, PCR
(Tues), Start writing
Mon

Resources:
Power Point, Scarlet
Stocking Spy

Activities:

Resources:
Power Point, Colonial
Voices,
https://share.nearpod.com/
VTkHuOFcZdb
Activities:

Resources:
Power Point, Colonial
Voices

Activities: QS 14
and 16, DAZE, ORF,
PCR (Tues), Tin
Woodman Writing

Resources:
Power Point, Scarlet Stocking
Spy,
https://share.nearpod.com/yH
ySxBCcZdb
Activities:

Mod 3 Lesson 16

Mod 3 Lesson 18

D.O.L:.

D.O.L: Given a text, 100%
of students will ask and
answer questions about a
text by completing a
read/think/wonder chart.

D.O.L: Given a text, 100% of
students will ask and answer
questions about a text by
completing a
read/think/wonder chart.

Activities:

Mod 3 Lesson 18.5

Mod 3 Lesson 18.5

D.O.L: Given a character,
100% of students will
choose the best character
description, and will choose
the best evidence to
support their answer.

D.O.L: Given a character,
100% of students will
choose the best character
description, and will
choose the best evidence
to support their answer.
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APPENDIX R
EXAMPLES OF TECHNOLOGY: CHLOE’S PEAR
DECK AND TINA’S POWERPOINT
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EXAMPLES OF TECHNOLOGY: CHLOE’S PEAR DECK AND TINA’S POWERPOINT
Chloe’s Pear Deck

PowerPoint created by Chloe (pseudonym)
Tina’s PowerPoint

PowerPoint adapted by Tina (pseudonym)
Original: Stewart (2020)
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APPENDIX S
SARAH’S GRAPHIC ORGANIZER
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SARAH’S GRAPHIC ORGANIZER
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APPENDIX T
CHLOE’S CLASSROOM PROMOTING
COLLABORATION
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CHLOE’S CLASSROOM PROMOTING COLLABORATION
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APPENDIX U
CHLOE’S MAIN IDEA LESSON SHOWING
GRADUAL RELEASE
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CHLOE’S MAIN IDEA LESSON SHOWING GRADUAL RELEASE

PowerPoint created by participant
Passage: Tobin, J (n.d.b)

PowerPoint created by participant
Passage: Tobin, J (n.d.c)

PowerPoint created by participant
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APPENDIX V
SARAH’S POSTED VOCABULARY AND
SENTENCE STEMS
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SARAH’S POSTED VOCABULARY AND SENTENCE STEMS
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APPENDIX W
CHLOE’S AND TINA’S ANCHOR CHARTS
FOR VISUAL SUPPORT
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CHLOE’S AND TINA’S ANCHOR CHARTS
FOR VISUAL SUPPORT

Anchor chart in Chloe’s room

Other visual supports in Tina’s room

Anchor chart in Tina’s room

